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ABSTRACT
This study investigated the relationship between noncognitive factors and
achievement o f academically successful African American students attending predominantly
White institutions o f higher education (PWIs). It explored the reasons many African
American students at PWIs are able to ensure and continue their academic success. Also,
the motivational strategies utilized by some African American students on majority race
campuses to overcome obstacles in order to maintain their achievement levels were
examined.
Collective case study research methods were employed. This was accomplished
through the use o f eleven African American juniors and seniors who are achieving
academically while attending Louisiana State University. To discover themes and patterns,
in-depth semistructured interviews, participant-observer sessions, and document reviews
were conducted.
Analyses o f the data revealed that being determined and motivated to succeed were
important achievement strategies for all of the Black women and men who participated in
this study. In addition, motivation was garnered from their mentors, friends, churches, and
other support networks. Moreover, motivation stemmed from a strong self-concept, the
thrill o f a challenge, love o f learning, as well as believing in their abilities to succeed which
was united by deep religious convictions. The findings further indicated that the participants
strongly feel that becoming involved and participating in predominantly Black organizations
can circumvent feelings o f alienation and isolation that many African American experience
as students while attending predominantly White colleges and universities.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION: THE AFRICAN AMERICAN ACHIEVEMENT MAZE
During the last two decades educational scholars have questioned the effects o f
prior academic success, cultural values, and behavioral characteristics on the academic
achievement and adjustment o f minorities in higher education (Oliver, Rodriguez &
Mickelson, 1985). The preponderance o f the resulting research has focused on precollege students (Pascarella, Smart, Ethington & Nettles, 1987), or has concentrated on
minority failure to achieve academically instead o f on academic success. On the other
hand, many earlier collegiate studies were conducted on increasing enrollment and access
for minority students due to the integration of majority race colleges and universities
(Nettles, Thoeny & Gosman 1986; Oliver, Rodriguez, & Mickelson, 1985). There was a
need to increase minority enrollment then; now there is a need to increase academic
achievement, and persistence. Even though literature supports the view that cognitive
factors such as achievement test scores and cumulative secondary grade point averages
are the best indicators o f college success, this has not proven to be factual for African
American students attending predominantly White colleges and universities. To increase
academic performance and achievement, there is an urgent need to examine noncognitive
factors as related to learning and performance o f African American students on majority
race campuses (Allen, 1992; Nettles, Thoeny & Gosman 1986; Sedlacek & Brooks,
1976; Sedlacek, 1989).
Much of the literature addressing noncognitive factors and academic success o f
African American students at predominantly White institutions has dealt with
beginning students, usually in their first year, and has concentrated on a particular
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major or subject area (Gerard i, 1990; Smedley, Myers & Harrell, 1993). Still, the
literature has shown that there is a persistent correlation between academic success and
noncognitive factors such as self-concept, academic motivation, and aspirations/goals
(Arnold, 1993; Okun & Fomut, 1993; Sedlacek, 1989; Skaalvik & Hagtuet, 1990).
These factors are inter-related (Allen, 1992; O’Callaghan & Bryant, 1990; Sedlacek,
1989; Tracey & Sedlacek, 1987) and were used as possible reasons for achievement
and probes to guide this study. The blending o f variables confirms the contention that
multiple, interconnecting variables are more representative o f real life experiences
(Etter-Lewis, 1991).
From the literature I learned that African Americans attending predominantly
White colleges and universities must respond to a different environment than their
White peers, because it is assumed to be more hostile and alienating (Arnold, 1993;
Fleming, 1984; Oliver, Rodriguez, & Mickelson, 1985; Sedlacek, 1998). This
unreceptive climate requires varied factors to meet the extra challenges that most
African American students encounter on majority race campuses (Ancis & Sedlacek.
1997; Arnold, 1993; Neville, Heppner & Wang, 1997; Sedlacek, 1998; Steele, 1997;
Tracey & Sedlacek, 1987; White & Shelley 1996). Further support for this theme has
been provided by Fleming (1984), who found that the end result o f students’ feelings o f
alienation and isolation often lead to academic failure or voluntary attrition. Recently,
Hurtado, Milem, Clyton-Pedersen & Allen (1998) developed a framework for
understanding campus climate in hopes o f improving the environment at predominantly
White colleges and universities for minorities, thereby increasing the representation o f
people of color on majority race campuses. Nevertheless, it is imperative that studies

2
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are conducted to assist with the persistence o f these African American students who are
increasingly attending predominantly White institutions.
The urgency is compounded by the fret that about four-fifths or approximately
80% o f all African Americans seeking undergraduate degrees are attending colleges or
universities that are predominantly White (Allen, 1991; Wilds & Wilson, 1998). Still,
much o f the existing research on noncognitive factors such as self-concept and
academic success has ignored racial differences (Astin & Kent, 1983; O'Callaghan &
Bryant, 1990; Oliver, Rodriguez & Mickelson, 1985; Pascarella, 1985). For example,
most current theory and research on college student identity development assumes that
the process is uniform for minority and White students (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991;
Sedlacek, 1996). Yet, it has been ascertained that in the pre-adolescent years there are
differences between the self-concepts o f Black and White students (Tashakkori &
Kennedy, 1993). Other studies have established the significance o f a positive selfconcept as an indicator o f probable academic attainment for athletes, women, and for
students in special academic support programs (Ancis & Sedlacek, 1997; Betz &
Fitzgerald, 1987; Stericker & Johnson; 1977; White & Sedlacek, 1986). These studies
also suggest that more research needs to be conducted on African American students at
the precollegiate and collegiate levels to provide data on self-concept differences and
other noncongnitive factors that are related to academic achievement.
Still other studies support the view that when other things are equal such as
socioeconomic status, parental education, and secondary grades, African American
students should be academically successful on majority race campuses (Pascarella,
Smart & Stoecker, 1989). DeSousa and King (1992) detected a similar theme and

3
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concluded that when there are no differences in African American and Caucasian
involvement levels at a predominantly White university like academic results should be
obtained. In other words, since involvement has been linked to learning (MacKay &
Kuh, 1994), African American students who are as involved should be persisting at the
same level as their White counterparts. Unfortunately, the majority o f the time, most
factors will not be equal for African American students and majority race students on
Predominantly White campuses (Fleming, 1984; O’Callaghan & Bryant, 1990;
Sedlacek, 1998).
Yet, it is not just involvement that needs to be examined, but a student’s
leadership ability, especially since it appears to be a stronger predictor o f college
success (Ancis & Sedlacek, 1997; Sedlacek, 1998; Tracey & Sedlacek, 1989; Webb, et
al., 1997; White & Shelley, 1996). However, minority students may not have had the
time to become leaders in the traditional manner (Allen, 1992; Sedlacek, 1998). For
example, pre-collegiate leadership experience may have been earned by working in the
community, the church, and/or the family instead o f at secondary schools (Allen, 1992;
Sedlacek, 1998). Therefore, this type of experience should be viewed as verification o f
leadership ability, which means that these students o f color have the potential to be
academically successful in college (Sedlacek, 1998; Tracey & Sedlacek, 1984; Webb,
et al., 1997).
Furthermore, a major component of leadership is assertiveness (Sedlacek, 1987,
1996, 1998). If African American students who choose to attend PWIs arc passive,
they will miss out on opportunities which ultimately will make it difficult for them to
reach their academic potential (Sedlacek, 1987, 1996,1998). Often, these students

4
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have to be assertive enough to seek out resources that may be necessary to assist them
with their academic endeavors because sometimes that will be the only way they can
acquire information necessary to their success (Sedlacek, 1998).
Motivation for Study
Throughout my twenty-year career as a secondary school educator and guidance
counselor at majority race schools, I have repeatedly asked academically successful
African American students about the factors behind their success. Invariably I have
been told about: parental/ guardian/teacher expectations, future goals, and believing in
oneself. Several researchers have found similar themes and feel that these
characteristics (phenomenan) influence academic achievement (Arnold, 1993; Bandura.
1996; Fleming, 1990; Kunjufu, 1984; Pajares, 1996; Sedlacek, 1998; White & Shelley,
1996). The intersections between this literature and my experiences with students have
helped to fuel my curiosity for knowledge about the relationship between noncognitive
factors and academic achievement for successful African American students.
Therefore, I chose to focus this research on noncognitive factors and academic
success as it relates to African American students who choose to attend predominantly
White colleges because each year the majority o f students o f color enroll at these
institutions of higher education (Allen, 1991; Carter & Wilson, 1992; Wilds & Wilson,
1998). However, for the last few years, one-fourth o f all undergraduate degrees that
have been conferred to African Americans have been awarded by historically Black
colleges and universities, even though annually they only enroll approximately onefifth o f the Black student undergraduate population (Wilds & Wilson, 1998).
Moreover, the number o f African American students at White institutions who graduate

5
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is not increasing commensurate with enrollment rates (Arnold, 1993; Sedlacek, 1987,
1998; Wilds & Wilson, 1998). In other words, attrition rates for African American
students are higher when the institutions are predominantly White (Allen, 1992;
Arnold, 1993; Fleming, 1984; Sedlacek, 1987, 1998; Wilds & Wilson, 1998). Overall,
more than 62% of African American students leave college before graduating as
compared to about 41% o f White students (Carter & Wilson, 1992; Wilds & Wilson,
1998). During the mid-nineties African Americans received only 7.5% o f the
bachelor’s degrees awarded even though they represented 11% o f the undergraduate
population (Wilds & Wilson, 1998). This suggests that major problems face African
American students when they choose to attend a college or university.
These problems permeate the college experience for African Americans. For
example, the traditional method o f utilizing the American College Test (ACT) or
Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) scores is not indicative o f success for African
American students attending predominantly White universities. According to research,
one o f the primary problems with the present system o f predicting future success is that
it is culturally and racially biased (Arnold, 1993; Fleming, 1990; Sedlacek, 1977, 1998;
White & Sedlacek, 1986). At the college level it seems that the reality o f minority
academic potential becomes unrecognizable because it is hidden behind the traditional
cognitive variables that serve as the sole predictor o f academic success (Gerardi, 1990;
Sedlacek, 1996; Sternberg & Williams, 1997; White & Sedlacek, 1986). Even when
high achievement test scores are coupled with high secondary grade point averages,
many minorities fail to succeed academically at predominantly White universities
(Arnold, 1993; Fleming, 1990; Gerardi, 1990; Sedlacek, 1977, 1996, 1998; Sternberg &

6
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Williams, 1997). High SAT/ACT scores and high secondary cumulative grade point
averages (GPA) are evidently not enough to ensure the retention and persistence o f
academically successful African American students (Arnold, 1993; Fleming, 1990;
O'Callaghan & Bryant, 1990; Sedlacek, 1996, 1998; Tracey & Sedlacek, 1987).
Perhaps the attrition rate is much higher for Black students than for White students at
predominantly White post secondary institutions because the current system used to
evaluate academic success is biased. Therefore, some researchers suggest that
noncognitive factors need to be a part o f the criteria used for college admission and
potential college success (Arnold, 1993; Fleming, 1990; Gerardi, 1990; Sedlacek, 1996,
1998; Sternberg, 1985).
Often the environment on predominantly White campuses is perceived as hostile
to African American students, thereby requiring more motivation to overcome the
added obstacles of racism, isolation, and alienation (Fleming, 1984, 1990; Neville,
Heppner & Wang, 1997; Sedlacek, 1987, 1998; Tracey & Sedlacek, 1987). Yet, when
African American students on these campuses are able to successfully negotiate the
added obstacles, often through the use o f noncognitive factors, they are able to persist
and achieve academically (Arnold, 1993; DiCesare, Sedlacek, & Brooks, 1972;
Sedlacek, 1998; Tracey & Sedlacek, 1984, 1985, 1987). Many colleges and
universities are spending a great deal o f time, energy, and fiscal resources to expand the
number o f persisting African American students (McKay & Kuh, 1994). Moreover, an
increasing number o f African Americans are enrolling in college, most o f whom attend
predominantly White colleges and universities (Carter & Wilson, 1991; Nettles, 1988;
Wilds & Wilson, 1998). The literature supports the theme that for African American

7
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students entering predominantly White institutions, success is dependent upon their
academic motivation and goals, regardless o f precollegiate performance (Clark &
Plotkin, 1964). Additional support was found in recent studies which indicate that
noncognitive factors more accurately predict college success for Black students
attending predominantly White colleges or universities (Fleming, 1990; Neville,
Heppner, & Wang, 1997; Sedlacek, 1996, 1998).
Therefore, I believe persistence levels will not be similar unless a variety o f
noncognitive factors are utilized and that some o f the so called, “ non-traditional
factors,” be examined to promote academic achievement for African Americans on
majority race campuses. Thus, it seems reasonable to assume that the findings o f a
study on why some African American students attending predominantly White colleges
or universities are academically successful despite the odds would be useful and
important to these institutions, their faculty, and their staff, as well as, other educators.
After an extensive computer search conducted through Education Resource
Information Center (ERIC), I was able to find a very limited number o f research studies
conducted on noncognitive factors as they relate to the academic success o f African
American students attending predominantly White post secondary institutions.
Therefore, I proposed this study as a tool that universities can utilize to increase the
retention and graduation rates o f African American students. Also, university faculty
members could use the information to provide additional academic support and
enhancement for these students which, I believe, will increase student academic
success.

8
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Statement o f the Problem
An identified group o f African American students exists which has invested time
and effort into being academically successful by having earned a 3.00 grade point
average (GPA) or better on a 4.00 grading scale, at both the secondary and post
secondary levels. On the other hand, there are also groups o f African American
students who did not maintain a 3.00 or higher GPA while in high school, but they have
managed to acquire and maintain academically successful grade point averages at the
collegiate level. Many o f these students are African Americans who are on
predominantly White campuses and who are viewed as academically achieving. The
ways that noncognitive factors influence the academic success o f these African
American students have not been studied substantially, but would be valuable
information for colleges and universities.
It is imperative that a study on the academic success o f African Americans
attending predominantly White colleges or universities be conducted, especially since
the preponderance of research has concentrated on: pre-college pupils, first year
students, students majoring in a particular subject, and/or students taking the same
course (Gerardi, 1990; Pascarella, Smart, Ethington & Nettles, 1987; Sedlacek, 1998).
Further, while several studies have been conducted on minority failure to succeed,
limited research has been conducted on minority academic success (Allen, 1992; Oden,
Kelly, Ma & Weekhart, 1992; Pascarella, Smart, & Stoecker, 1989; Wilds & Wilson,
1998). The need for my study is supported by the recent research indicating that
noncognitive factors play a role in academic achievement (Arnold, 1993; Gerardi,

9
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1990; Neville, Heppner & Wang, 1997; O'Callaghan & Bryant, 1990; Okun & Fomut,
1993; Sedlacek, 1996, 1998; Steele, 1997, 1998; Webb, 1997).
The bond between noncognitive factors and achievement has been forged. Now,
research supports what has been long perceived by many as factual; noncognitive
factors are related to academic success for African American students, especially on
predominantly White campuses (Gerardi, 1990; O'Callaghan & Bryant, 1990; Sedlacek,
1998). Nonetheless, over a decade later the same question is still dominating research
on African American achievement at predominantly White institutions: Why, once
enrolled, do precollegiate academically successful African American students do less
well and graduate less often than majority race students (Oliver, Rodriguez, &
Mickelson, 1985, p. 3)?
In this study, I addressed the gap in literature about the relationship between the
noncognitive factors and academic achievement for academically successful African
American students attending predominantly White universities. Past studies have
yielded few solutions to the problems o f lower retention, graduation, and academic
success rates facing many African Americans attending college, especially for those
attending predominantly White institutions. This could be due to the absence o f an
adequate theoretical framework for conceptualizing the constructs o f and the
relationships between noncognitive factors and academic achievement for African
American students. In an effort to address this need, I examined the relationship
between noncognitive factors as they relate to African American achievement. To
better understand this relationship, I examined the noncognitive factors o f self-concept,
academic motivation, and goals/aspirations as informed by the theoretical frameworks

10
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of: 1) the self-theory (Okun & Foumet, 1993; Osborne, 1995; Pajares, 1996); and 2)
the goal theory (Dweck, et al., 1990; Nicholls, 1989).
Purpose o f Study
The purpose o f this study was to examine the relationship between noncognitive
factors and achievement of academically successful African American students
attending predominantly White colleges and universities. My intent in this exploratory
study was to raise questions and generate ideas regarding the relationship between
noncognitive factors such as self-concept, academic motivation, goals/aspirations, and
the academic success o f African American students attending majority race institutions
o f higher education.
Research Questions
The following questions guided the study.
1. What strategies do achieving African American students at predominantly
White institutions use to ensure and continue their success?
2. What motivates achieving African American students at predominantly
White institutions to overcome obstacles and succeed academically?
Significance o f the Study
The significance of this study lies in its exploration o f the role that noncognitive
factors play in academic achievement for African American students. This research
will add to the body o f related literature by providing an avenue to better understand the
successes o f African American students, especially those attending predominantly
White colleges and universities. On a practical level, I hope that as a result o f this
study, practitioners will begin to look more closely at incorporating positive

11
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noncognitive enhancement ideas into their academic environment, which hopefully will
help to improve the level o f African American student academic success.
Scope and Limitations
This study concentrated on noncognitive factors and academic achievement of
successful African American students attending predominantly White universities.
Only those African American students attending a predominantly White university in
the south-southeastern part o f Louisiana were studied; however, conclusions resulting
from the study may have potential implications for a better understanding o f African
American students in other regions o f the country.
Definitions
For the purpose o f this study, the terms are defined as follows:
Academic achievement or Academic success—the degree to which a student
succeeds in school as measured by a grade point average o f 3.0 or higher on a grading
scale where 4.0 is the highest accomplishable average. The terms will be used
interchangeably.
Academic motivation—a student's expressed desire to succeed academically.
Academic self-evaluation— a positive but realistic evaluation o f one's academic
abilities and achievements.
African American—any person with ancestors from Africa, sometimes called
Black American or Afro-American (Webster, 1995).
Goal Theory—the theory that as students' interests in learning with the goal of
improving their knowledge or skills, so does their reported use o f cognitive learning

12
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strategies which leads to academic success (Miller, et al., 1993; Pintrich & Garcia,
1991).
M inority—anyone considered non-white (examples—African Americans,
American Indians, Asians, Eskimos, Hispanics, or Laotians).
Self-concept—the description individuals attach to themselves, which is based
upon past judgments, perceptions and feedback, and also the conception o f their ability
to learn and academically achieve (Brookover, Thomas, & Paterson, 1964; Gerardi,
1990).
Self-theory—the theory that if students believe they can achieve they will
become motivated to do so (Fortier, Vallerand, & Guay, 1995).
W hite—any person o f the majority race in America and is sometimes referred to
as Caucasian or Anglo (Webster, 1995).

13
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CHAPTER II
NONCOGNITIVE LITERATURE REVIEW
The primary purpose of this study was to explore the relationship between
noncognitive factors and academic achievement o f African American students attending
a predominantly White university or college. To ground my study, I explored literature
about academic success, self-concept, goals/aspirations, academic motivation, and
predominantly White universities as they all relate to the academic success o f African
Americans. While these noncognitive factors were used to guide the study, other themes
surfaced as the study progressed. This o f course is part o f the uniqueness o f qualitative
research where expected and unexpected themes and patterns emerge based upon a multi
method focus (Taylor & Bogdan, 1984). I begin the literature review with a description
o f how the literature search was conducted. Second, I present an overview on academic
achievement and African Americans. Then, I discuss the pre-collegiate influences on
academic achievement. Next, I expound on African American students attending
predominantly White universities. Finally, I state the theoretical framework supported
by a review o f pertinent literature on noncognitive factors and academic success,
especially as related to African Americans attending predominantly White colleges or
universities.
Review o f Literature Procedure
My review o f the literature involved locating, reading, and evaluating reports of
research related to self-concept, academic motivation, goals/aspirations, and academic
achievement as they related to African American students attending predominantly
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White institutions (PWIs). In order to do this I conducted a secondary source, primary
source, and library source search.
My initial step was to use textbooks and other secondary sources, which assisted
with defining and narrowing the scope o f the study. Also, the secondary source articles
provided needed general background information on noncognitive factors, African
Americans, academic achievement, and predominantly White colleges or universities.
Furthermore, I found the reference lists to be helpful in building a list o f journals and
authors to be examined as primary sources.
From the secondary and primary lists I compiled my initial source list. Next, I
used a computer word processing program to note the findings of the studies, then
compared these results to check for similarities and differences by secondary sources on
academic achievement, self-concept, academic motivation, self-theory, and goal theory.
Then, I used my findings to structure my literature review.
Finally, I conducted manual and computer searches o f several sources, which
included Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC), Dissertation Abstracts
International, and Education Index. Using Educational Resources Information Center, I
did title searches on self-concept, academic achievement, and\or African Americans.
Then, I used the same phrases to look for relevant sources in the Dissertation Abstracts
International. I also used the Education Index to locate information. Frequently, articles
and books referenced additional sources, which enabled me to locate other relevant and
pertinent sources within sources. From the information I located, the following
literature review was constructed.
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Academic Achievement and African Americans
Eminent individuals such as Maya Angelo u, W. E. B. DuBois, Marva Collins,
Barbara Jordan, Martin Luther King, Jr., Jesse Jackson, and Booker T. Washington have
all addressed education as being essential to the progress and upward mobility o f
African Americans. The historical accomplishments o f African Americans are an
outstanding example o f human achievement, dating back to slavery and attained despite
some o f the severest opposition confronting any American racial or ethnic group
(Sowell, 1986). Thus, some individuals wonder: What motivated many African
Americans to successfully pursue education despite the odds?
Sowell (1986) believes that the narrative o f how millions o f individuals survived
and developed from the horrors o f slavery to acquire skills, human ideals, knowledge,
and values required for achievement is a largely untold story. While several facets
related to African American education have been studied, little research has been
conducted on factors relating to the academic success o f this ethnic group (Allen, 1991;
Anderson. 1988; Arnold, 1993; Steele. 1997). In other words, studies investigating
factors that promote academic achievement for African-American students are limited;
more focus has been placed on academic failure.
According to the Federal Department o f Human Resources (1998), many African
American students with low family income still live in single parent homes that are
located in economically disadvantaged neighborhoods. For decades this data, or similar
information, has led some researchers to view minorities as being less prepared and
having different values, cultures, and socialization experiences (Oliver, Rodriguez, &
Mickelson, 1985). Literature also suggests that even when studies may have been
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motivated by the best intentions, such as improving both student and teacher
effectiveness, they often contributed to a perception o f African American students as
deprived, deficient, and deviant (Ladson-Billings, 1994). In sum, numerous studies have
examined: the quality o f previous education, scores on standardized tests, high school
grades, parental income, and racial composition o f high school as indicators of minority
underrepresentation and low academic achievement in higher education (Allen, 1992;
Ladson-Billings, 1994; Oden, Kelly, Ma & Weekhart, 1992; Pascarella. Smart, &
Stoecker, 1989; Tracey & Sedlacek, 1984).
Several researchers (Allen, 1992; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Oliver, Rodriguez, &
Mickelson, 1985) suggested that the influx o f studies on minority failure led some
educators to conclude that African Americans are ill-equipped socially and culturally to
compete adequately in higher education and effectively deal with the demands o f a
predominantly White university or college campus. This has been the catalyst for
numerous studies, which have addressed social and economic backgrounds as predictors
for minority underrepresentation and lower rates o f achievement than White college
students (Astin, et al.,1982; Oliver, Rodriguez, Mickelson, 1985; Willie & Cunnigen,
1981). Some recent research has indicated that noncognitive factors such as selfconcept, academic motivation, and goals often predict college potential more accurately
than test scores for Black students attending predominantly white colleges and
universities (Arnold, 1993; Fleming, 1990; Gerardi, 1990; Neville, Heppner & Wang,
1997; Sedlacek, 1996, 1998). This information is very important, and needs to be
studied further, because African American attendance is on the rise at PWIs, while
persistence rates are declining.
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More research on this topic is needed as most studies dealing with achievement
refer to the racial makeup o f the participant group as White and/or minorities (Arnold,
1993; Okun & Foumet, 1993; Oliver, Rodriguez, Mickelson, 1985; Trueba, 1988).
While some o f the studies have included minorities in the participant group, the focus
has largely remained on the majority group. Very few have examined African
Americans' academic achievement extensively and exclusively, especially at the post
secondary level.
There are those who believe that African American academic success is enhanced
and significantly influenced by noncognitive qualities. I assert that noncognitive factors
influence and enhance academic achievement. Also, how and when these qualities are
developed is an important aspect o f the academic success formula for African
Americans at predominantly White institutions.
Academic Achievement
There is a continuing national debate about the quality o f education our nation's
children are receiving in the elementary and secondary schools throughout America.
Some individuals, including educators, believe that the home environment, quality o f
schools, and changes in families are all factors that affect the level o f student
achievement (Stratton, 1995). In other words, several scholars believe that intellectual
development is socially and culturally based and that the home, school, and local
communities interact to develop the learning process and academic achievement o f all
individuals, including minorities (Frey & Carlock, 1989; Kunjufu, 1984; Trueba, 1988).
Numerous studies have been conducted on pre-coUegiate student achievement and the
different factors affecting it. StilL, the challenge for educational researchers remains in
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explaining the variability in academic achievement. As Ogbu (1987) questions, "Why
are some minorities successful even though they face the same cultural, language, and
post college barriers faced by less successful minorities?" (p. 317).
Influences on Academic Achievement
In the early eighties, the University o f Chicago conducted a study of 70,000
schools in America to determine major factors related to student performance. The
study concluded that the most important factor in student performance is teacher/parent
expectations (Epps, 1982). More specifically, if children's parents and/or teachers show
them that they think they are bright, children try to meet this expectation and,
accordingly, tend to achieve academically (Epps, 1982; Kunjufu, 1984; Steele, 1992;
Steinberg, Dombusch, & Brown, 1992). Conversely, if perception by remark or attitude
indicates that students are expected to do poorly, they will, regardless o f ability (Delpit,
1995; Haney & Zimbardo, 1975; Kunjufu, 1984).
For students whose families have high educational expectations, the kind o f
learning environments that would enhance their self-concept, academic motivation, and
goals/aspirations would be ones that follow the homes’ educational expectations.
However, if there are no or low educational expectations from home, this can be
circumvented or alleviated by the guidance o f teachers who can help students develop a
confidence in learning that should enhance noncognitive skills (Felker, 1974; Kunjufu,
1984). The literature suggests that parents who support learning instill in their children
an intrinsic interest in education and a willingness to persist at academic endeavors
(Burtless, 1996). It is also believed that their identities and self-concepts are formed
through interactions with those who surround them in the process o f growing up (Frey &
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Carlock, 1989; Kunjufu, 1984; Trueba, 1988). Kunjufu (1984), who surmised that the
family is the most important criteria in the development o f noncognitive skills and
school is the second, has provided further support for the idea that the school
environment and the home environment both make a significant difference in academic
achievement for most students. Nevertheless, there are those students who are
academically successful despite a negative school and/or home environment.
Research has found that during the elementary and secondary years, academic
motivation and self-concept are strongly influenced by family and to a lesser degree by
school (Kunjufu, 1984). Also, studies have shown that teaching makes a positive
difference in the self-concept and academic motivation o f disadvantaged students
because they do learn when they are in school. However, academic problems are
increased for traditionally disadvantaged students, often minorities from single parent
homes, who usually have poor attendance records (Riordan, 1997). It is important for
students to consistently attend school. Also, during school time, it is imperative that
students are assisted with overcoming negatives, thereby enhancing noncognitive
factors, which hopefully will lead to increased achievement levels.
In order to surmount barriers which may affect a student’s learning, teachers
should help foster positive self-concepts and pride in one's self and one's culture (King,
1994; Stratton, 1995). This is why it is so important that schools demonstrate and foster
in their students respect for the dignity and worth o f all persons, thereby establishing
positive noncognitive skills, such as self-concept (Hale-Benson, 1990). The literature
also suggests that for many African American students, lower expectations and
erroneous conclusions about their abilities occur because o f the conceptually limited and
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faulty ways some teachers think about culture and learning (Bowers & Flinders, 1990;
Delpit, 1995; King, 1994). For example, this has been academically detrimental to
African American students at the elementary and secondary levels, especially since it
has been ascertained that parent/teacher expectations are the most important factor in
student academic success (Delpit, 1995; Epps, 1982; Steinberg, Dombusch& Brown,
1992). Consequently, it is o f the utmost importance that educators diversify the
curriculum by including and valuing multicultural activities, which should increase
academic motivation and self-concept, thus increasing academic success for African
American students.
It is necessary for educators to realize that providing students with successful
experiences, enabling them to be self-motivating, and helping them to establish a life
long love o f learning is equally as important as helping them perform well on
achievement tests (Hale-Benson, 1990). Also, it is very important that both the family
and the school work together to develop positive noncognitive factors in students by
utilizing high expectations and confidence in learning. Research indicates that an
individual's self-concept as a learner at the elementary and post secondary levels has
frequently been an indicator o f achievement motivation and thus academic performance
(Song & Hattie, 1984; Wylie, 1979). Furthermore, individuals who view themselves as
academically successful will seemingly work harder and therefore perform more
effectively. Thus, individuals who acquire a positive sense o f self throughout school
will have a greater chance o f success in life (Frey & Carlock, 1989).
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Education for All Children
The face o f education is changing, and in most major cities in the United States
the majority o f the students in public schools are African Americans (Jones-Wilson,
1990). Even though few studies address the academic successes o f African American
students during the secondary or post secondary years, the number o f African American
students attending public schools and predominantly White universities is increasing
(Carter & Wilson, 1992; Jones-Wilson, 1990; Wilds & Wilson, 1998).
Some o f the educational barriers for Blacks have been removed primarily due to
integration, more competitive K.-12 schools, and improved access to higher education
(Stratton, 1995). This has led African Americans to use public education to their
advantage, which has increased the educational attainment rate for Blacks during the last
thirty years; however, the rate o f increase has been encouraging but inconsistent (JonesWilson, 1990; Wilds & Wilson, 1998). For instance, the secondary dropout rate has
increased from the 8.6 % that occurred in the mid-nineties to the present 12.1 % (Wilds
& Wilson, 1998). Still, progress is being made and now African American secondary
graduation rates trail White American rates by approximately 4% (U. S. Department of
Education, 1998). Even though there is cause to feel hopeful, it is vital that we
understand that it has taken almost thirty years for the African American high school
dropout rate to decline from the 20% o f the seventies to the current 12.1% o f the nineties
(Wilds & Wilson, 1998). Moreover, the situation is augmented by the fact that despite
recent academic increases, many Black students are still not attaining academic success
(Haynes & Comer. 1990).
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As the student population becomes more racially and ethnically diverse, there is
understandably a growing concern about the inequality o f the educational outcomes
between minority and non-minority students (Delpit, 1995; King, 1994; Ladson-Billings,
1994; Stratton, 1995). Research indicates that it is necessary for the inequalities in the
curriculum to be addressed and that the preparation of all students be thorough; thus,
classroom instruction should reflect the diversity o f the society (Boateng, 1990).
Seemingly, when curriculum diversification is utilized, the level o f education, selfconcept, and academic motivation o f students increase (Delpit, 1995; King, 1994;
Ladson-Billings, 1994). Nonetheless, even with curriculum diversification additional
factors will need to be considered when maximizing achievement potential for African
American students.
Non-traditional Predictors o f Educational Achievement
For years arguments have been raised in favor o f non-traditional predictors of
college performance, suggesting that potential college achievement for African
Americans not be predicted solely on the basis o f performance on college entrance tests,
but on a variety o f variables (Nettles, Thoeny, & Gosman, 1986). One such variable is
high school cumulative grade point average. Consequently, some researchers indicate
that for African Americans, high school grade point average is the best predictor of
college grades, and that most o f the time, high school grades are slightly better
predictors than aptitude test scores (Fleming, 1990). Further support for this theme
states that usually when test scores and high school grade point averages are coupled to
predict academic success, the degree o f prediction is elevated into the strongly
significant range (Fleming, 1990; Ramist, Lewis, & McCamley-Jenkins, 1994). Even
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though it seems clear that test scores and high school grade point averages are strong
indicators o f academic success at the college level, this has often proven to be untrue for
minorities attending predominantly White universities (Arnold, 1993; Fleming, 1990;
Nettles, 1988; Sedlacek, 1998).
Perhaps this is partly because many schools compute grade point averages by
calculating grades for core subjects and elective courses to figure the cumulative
average. In other words, 57% percent o f schools nationwide who calculate cumulative
grade point averages include non-academic courses in their computations, while the
other 43% do not (The College Board, 1998). This means that grade point averages are
not being uniformly calculated; therefore, this may lessen the usefulness o f prior grades
as an indicator of success in college (Camevale, Haghighat & Kimmel, 1998; Sedlacek,
1998).
While standardized tests such as the ACT and the SAT offer relatively simple,
economical, factual, and dependable means o f determining academic success, they have
not proven to be precise predictors o f future achievement or student persistence,
especially for minority students (Sedlacek, 1998). Despite the fact that many institutions
o f higher education rely heavily upon standardized tests to determine college admittance
and academic success this was never the purpose o f the tests (Cole, 1997; Sedlacek,
1998). Even now, testing organizations are strongly urging colleges and universities to
use standardized tests in combination with other factors for admitting students and for
predicting academic success o f these students (Sedlacek, 1998). Further, these tests
were designed to help predict academic success for only the first year o f college
(Sedlacek, 1987, 1989, 1998; Tracey & Sedlacek, 1984, 1985, 1987, 1988; White &
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Sedlacek, 1986). Since most African American students take longer to complete college
than their White counterparts, it is vital that PWIs consider factors which will predict
academic achievement beyond the first year, especially since minority attendance on
these campuses are steadily increasing (Neville, Heppner & Wang, 1997; Sedlacek,
1998).
All of these concerns and issues have led some researchers to study other factors
that may determine academic success for African American collegiate students. Thus,
some researchers have concluded that educational aspirations, motivation, self-concept,
high school rank, and high school grade point average all work together to predict
college success for African American post secondary students (Allen, 1988; Gerardi,
1990; O'Callaghan & Bryant, 1990; Sedlacek, 1998; Tracey & Sedlacek, 1985). Nettles,
Thoeny, and Gosman (1986), provided additional support when they ascertained that a
compilation of high school grade point average, aptitude test scores (SAT or ACT), and
noncognitive factors (academic motivation, goals/aspirations) is the strongest predictor
of an African American student's college performance.
It is important to note that during the secondary years the initial noncognitive
foundation should be reinforced and more concentration should be on the curriculum,
grade point average, educational aspirations, and an elimination o f feelings of alienation
(Calabrese & Poe, 1990). This is very important because numerous studies have found
that noncognitive variables may be an important influence on academic achievement
(Arnold, 1993; Gerardi, 1990; Kuh, 1991; MacKay & Kuh, 1994; Nettles, Thoeny &
Gosman, 1986; O’Callaghan & Bryant, 1990; Okun & Fomut, 1993; Sedlacek, 1989,
1996, 1998; Tracey & Sedlacek, 1985, 1987, 1988). This has caused some researchers
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to conclude that academic achievement is influenced through the interaction of the
home, school, and community working together to develop positive noncoginitive skills
(Kunjufu, 1982; Frey & Carlock, 1989; Trueba, 1988). Therefore, emphasis should be
placed on grades, self-concept, academic motivation, goals/aspirations, and curriculum
so that the academic success o f achieving African Americans attending predominantly
White universities can and will transcend the academic expectations o f many (Arnold,
1993; Gerardi, 1990; Sedlacek, 1996; Waymett, 1992).
Predominantly White Universities and African American Students
There has been limited research on college academic success, noncognitive factors,
and persistence for African American undergraduates attending predominantly White
colleges and universities. Currently, though, African American attendance is on the rise
at predominantly White institutions and the majority of these students comprise the
brightest and the best o f their secondary class rank (Allen, 1991; Fleming, 1996; Nettles,
1988; Sedlacek, 1998; Wilds & Wilson, 1998).
During the early nineties, approximately three fourths o f all African American
students in college attended predominantly White institutions (Allen, 1991; National
Center for Education Statistics, 1982, 1992; Steele, 1992). Presently, though,
approximately 80% o f African Americans attend predominantly White institutions o f
higher education (National Center for Education Statistics, 1997; Wilds & Wilson,
1998). Tragically, the numbers o f African Americans who are graduating are not
increasing proportionately with enrollment rates (Allen, 1991; Carter & Wilson, 1992,
1993; Nettles, 1988; Wilds & Wilson, 1998). While approximately 62% o f all African
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American students leave college before graduating, only 41% o f White students follow
this path (Steele, 1992).
African American students and other minority students attending predominantly
White universities are less likely than Whites to graduate within five years (Neville,
Heppner & Wang, 1997; Sedlacek, 1998; Smedley, Myers, & Harrell, 1993). It has been
well documented that the attrition rate is much higher among Black students than it is
among White students (Allen, 1991; Arnold, 1993; Astin, 1982; Carter & Wilson, 1992;
Fleming, 1984; Sedlacek & Pelham, 1976; Sedlacek, 1998; Steele, 1992; Wilds &
Wilson, 1998). Furthermore, the difference in attrition rates increases substantially
when the institutions are predominantly White (Allen, 1991; Carter & Wilson, 1992;
Fleming, 1984, 1996; Sedlacek, 1998). For example, the African American retention
rate at Louisiana State University is approximately 71.3% after the first year, while the
retention rate for the White undergraduate population is about 76.1% after the first year
(LSU Budget & Planning, 1998). Graduation rates for African American
undergraduates are: 12.3% in 4 years; 27 % in 5 years; 33.4% in 6 years; but on the
other hand, for White undergraduates the rates are: 18.9% in 4 years; 40.4% in 5 years;
and 49.3% in 6 years (LSU Budget & Planning, 1998; Peterson Guide, 1998).
Evidently, even African American students who have proven high academic ability at
the secondary level continue to be severely disadvantaged when compared to White
students in terms o f persistence (Allen, 1991; Astin, 1982; Fleming, 1984; Sedlacek,
1998; Steele, 1992) and levels o f academic achievement (Allen, 1991; Fleming, 1984;
Sedlacek, 1998).
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Unfortunately, whether it is because of adjustment, isolation, alienation, or other
difficulties, which most African American students encounter at PWIs, they usually end
up with weaker academic records than their White peers (Allen, 1991; Fleming, 1996;
Sedlacek, 1998; Steele, 1992). Compounding this grim scenario is the feet that some
majority race individuals project racism simply because racial differences exists;
therefore, for them a safe strategy is to quietly exclude most persons o f color (Moffett,
1995). For example, Black students may not be welcomed as a participant in a study
group or wanted as a group member for a class project. Further complications occur for
African Americans at PWIs when race affects the interactions between the students and
the universities due to less encouragement by faculty, few mentoring options, and less
social opportunities (Allen, 1991; Brown, 1994; Fleming, 1996; Helm, Sedlacek &
Prieto. 1998; Oliver, Rodriguez & Mickelson, 1985; Sedlacek, 1998). Due to so much
negativity, research indicates that some African Americans attending these institutions
experience a decrease in the level o f their self-concept and academic motivation
(Fleming, 1984; Sedlacek, 1998; Steele, 1997; Watson & Kuh, 1996). There is a
definite need for concern, especially since the literature supports a link between
academic achievement and those noncognitive factors (Arnold, 1993; Fleming, 1984,
1996; Gerardi, 1990; O'Callaghan & Bryant, 1990; Sedlacek, 1987, 1989, 1991, 1996,
1998; Tracey & Sedlacek, 1984, 1985, 1986, 1988).
Obstacles Faced bv Black Women
Additional problems occur for many African American females on predominantly
White campuses who must not only overcome alienation and isolation in order to
succeed academically, but must also deal with gender bias (Allen & Haniff, 1991; Ancis
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& Phillips, 1996; Ancis & Sedlacek, 1997; Fleming, 1996). This added burden of
gender discrimination occurs because seemingly African American women are
encouraged less academically than African American men or their White peers (Ancis &
Phillips, 1996; Brush, 1991; Fleming, 1996; Ossana, Helms & Leonard, 1992). Perhaps,
this has led to lower aspirations for African American females at predominantly White
institutions, who often view the bachelors’ degree as their ultimate goal (Allen & Hanifif,
1991; Fleming, 1996). On the other hand, Black women who do aspire beyond the
bachelor’s degree are as likely as African American males or their White counterparts to
seek doctoral degrees (Allen & Hanifif 1991).
Still, other studies have shown that when women, who often must deal with
daunting comments, fewer opportunities, and sexual harassment, learn to operate inside
the system they are able to be more successful academically in their collegiate quests
(Ancis & Phillips, 1996; Brush, 1991; Sandler, 1987; Sedlacek, 1998). All students
must leam to negotiate the collegiate system they have enrolled in; however, it is
extremely important for women o f color to leam this early on because they have to
successfully deal with the dual obstruction o f racism and sexism in order to achieve
academically (Fleming, 1996; Sedlacek, 1998).
Surmounting PWI Adjustment Issues
Apparently, when African American students attending predominantly White
universities are able to effectively navigate around obstacles such as adjustment
difficulties, self-concept decline, and negative feelings, they are able to thrive
academically (Allen, 1991; MacKay & Kuh, 1994; Sedlacek, 1998). Despite the initial
difficulties, many African American students make the necessary adjustments and are
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academically successful at PWIs (Allen, 1991; Sedlacek, 1998; Steele, 1997; Tracey &
Sedlacek, 1985). In order to accomplish this, Black students must demonstrate
academic skills along with a greater variety o f characteristics (positive self-concept,
persistence, goals, etc.) than White students (Arnold, 1993; O’Callaghan & Bryant,
1990; Sedlacek, 1998; Steele, 1997; Tracey & Sedlacek, 1985). So, to persist at
predominantly White institutions, African Americans must work diligently over a longer
period o f time than their White peers and noncognitive factors tend to become major
determinants o f their academic success (Arnold, 1993; O’Callaghan & Bryant, 1990;
Sedlacek, 1987, 1989, 1991, 1998; Tracey & Sedlacek, 1984, 1985, 1987, 1988). Karen
Arnold (1993) provided further support for noncognitive factors being determinants o f
achievement for minorities based upon her ten-year longitudinal study on valedictorians
and salutatorians. This was the first study to examine academic success, determination,
and persistence as related to “top minority” achievers and collegiate success. However,
the study examined these factors in reference to minorities, not exclusively African
Americans.
Even though African Americans attending predominantly White universities
experience lower retention rates, persistence levels, and academic achievement, the vast
majority o f the college outcome studies are based on White students (Kuh, 1992;
Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Sedlacek, 1998). Once again African Americans have
been excluded from many studies which could possibly provide insight into some of the
problems plaguing their persistence at predominantly White colleges and universities.
There is a definite need for studies exploring possible links between noncognitive
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factors and academically successful African American students who are achieving at a
majority race college or university.
The Theoretical Framework
The most studied areas o f achievement are rooted in motivational research. They
are commonly termed the self-theory and the goal theory. The self-theory asserts that
if students believe they can achieve they will become motivated to do so (Steele, 1992;
Steinberg, Dornbusch, & Brown, 1992). The goal theory essentially states that once
students become interested in learning to increase their level o f knowledge, their
cognitive learning skills and academic motivational level increases (Pintrich & Garcia,
1991). I chose these two theories to provide the framework for my study because I
believe that academically successful African Americans attending predominantly White
universities believe they can achieve, and thereby are motivated to do so. Also, I believe
that as African American students are academically motivated they will become more
interested in improving their knowledge and skills to achieve long term goals, which
should enhance their cognitive levels. The literature suggests that the self-theory and the
goal theory can bridge the gap between cognitive skills and academic success (Gerardi,
1990).
The Self-Theory
Although the self-theory has been widely studied for about a century, only in
recent years have numerous studies and journal articles materialized linking it to
academic achievement (Okun & Foumet, 1993; Osborne, 1995; Pajares, 1996;
Thompson, Davidson, & Barber, 1995). The current interest in the self-theory evolved
from the work of William James, who identified self as personal introspection and
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observation o f behaviors and attitudes o f others towards the self (Beane & Lipka, 1984).
In James' view, individuals can think and are aware o f many things, which include
having an understanding o f self. In other words, people are able to think, and therefore,
have an understanding o f their academic abilities, their motivation to achieve, and other
noncognitive facets o f their personalities.
Generally, the main focus o f the self-theory is achievement research, which is a
component o f academic motivation. Since the self-theory asserts that if students believe
they can achieve they will become motivated to do so, it is a determinant o f achievement
(Fortier, Vallerand, & Guay, 1995). This has caused the role that the self-theory plays in
motivating individuals to become prominent in the area o f education.
Since researchers have consistently looked for explanations concerning the effect
of noncognitive factors on motivation, several studies on the relationship between the
self-theory and academic achievement have been initiated (Okun & Foumet, 1993;
Osborne, 1995; Pajares, 1996). For example, some students achieve because of parental
expectations, self-esteem, as well as understanding and dealing with racism and/or
sexism (Sedlacek, 1998). Moreover, some Black students achieve because of religious
beliefs. In the African American community, church and believing in God has been a
constant and central theme (Reid-Merritt, 1996). Many Blacks strongly believe in the
power o f prayer and religious faith (Carter, 1995; Reid-Merritt, 1996). The church has
been the moral support, as well as the reason numerous African Americans have been
able to overcome the oppressiveness o f racism and/or sexism (Carter, 1995; Myers,
1991; Reid-Merritt, 1996). Countless numbers of Blacks are “raised up” in one church
or another and their faith has been nurtured through attending Sunday services and
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participation in church affiliated organizations (Reid-Merritt, 1996). Not only has
religion been a source o f strength, but it has also provided motivation for academic
achievement for many African Americans attending PWIs (Myers, 1991; Reid-Merritt,
1996). Therefore, sometimes religion serves as motivation and thereby enhances
academic achievement.
Even though motivational factors vary (because individuals pursue higher
education for a variety o f reasons), usually achievement occurs regardless o f the
motivational factor (Waymett & Taylor, 1995). In other words, achievement will
usually occur as long as the student is motivated, no matter what the motivational reason
is. As students are academically motivated their interest in learning increases (Dweck,
1990), hence the goal theory begins to take effect.
The Goal Theory
During the last decade a relatively new approach has been vying for the dominant
position within the achievement field o f motivational research. The goal theory (Miller,
Behrens, Greene, & Newman, 1993; Pintrich & Garcia, 1991) states that as students'
interest in learning for the sake o f improving their knowledge or skills increases (i.e.,
learning or task goals increase), so does their reported use o f cognitive learning
strategies which leads to academic success. Even though goals utilized to assist with
learning provide direction and incentive for academic tasks, self-perception o f ability
influences participation in those academic tasks (Dweck, 1990; Miller, Greene,
Montalvo, Ravindran & Nichols, 1996). In other words, students who feel more
confident in their ability regarding a task are more likely to persist. The literature
supports this theme, because studies have concluded that when students are goal
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oriented they will be motivated to persist and thereby achieve (Dweck, 1990; Miller,
Behrens, Greene & Newman, 1993).
Previous research on goals (Miller et al., 1993; Nolen, 1988; Pintrich & Garcia,
1991) has indicated that students who are goal oriented will use activities such as time
management, study time, and tutor assistance, to increase their understanding which will
lead to academic achievement. Likewise, recent studies have suggested that when
students have confidence in their ability to leam and are goal oriented, more learning
should occur (Borkowski, Carr, Rellinger, & Presley, 1990; Pintrich, & Garcia, 1991).
Thus, the theme of goals being related to academic achievement has been consistently
found in the literature (Greene & Miller, 1996; Pintrich & Garcia, 1991).
Even though goals are related to achievement and learning, self-perception of
ability also influences participation in academic work (Miller, Greene, Montalvo,
Ravindran & Nichols, 1996). This belief was formulated on Bandura's (1986)
assessment that the perceived ability o f individuals to successfully perform a task
influences their willingness to attempt the task, the level o f effort they expend, and their
persistence in reference to challenges. Other researchers also found that when African
American college students realistically assess their abilities, there is a definite
correlation with retention, grades, and graduation (Tracey & Sedlacek, 1985, 1988,
1989; Webb, 1997). Furthermore, individuals who utilize goals to increase
achievement levels will seek challenges and exert effort in order to meet those
challenges (Bandura, 1996; Nicholls, 1989; Schunk, 1989). Therefore, it is very
important that individuals believe they are capable of organizing and performing the
course o f action which leads to success (Pajares, 1996). In relation to this study, I
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believe that academically successful African Americans attending predominantly White
institutions are achievement goal oriented.
Conclusion
This chapter began with a description o f how the literature review was conducted.
Next, I discussed academic achievement and African Americans, pre-collegiate
influences on academic achievement. Then, I concluded by presenting the theoretical
frameworks o f the self-theory and the goal theory, components o f motivational research
in education that have been linked to academic achievement. I believe that the
noncognitive factors o f self-concept, academic motivation, learning attainment, religious
encouragement and goals or aspirations are related for academically successful African
American students attending predominantly White universities and colleges. Moreover,
I remained open throughout the study to the ways the participants constructed the
reasons for their success, and expanded my literature review accordingly.
From the literature I gathered that for generations some researchers have viewed
African American students as being less prepared and academically unable to deal with
the demands o f a predominantly White university. Recently, research has surmised that
academic success for all individuals is deeply rooted in the assessment o f one's ability
(Okun & Foumet, 1993; Osborne, 1995; Pajares, 1996), and it has been further
suggested that if individuals believe they can be successful, often they will be.
However, there are many questions concerning the relationship between noncognitive
factors and academic achievement o f successful African Americans attending
predominantly White universities that have not been actively pursued nor answered.
Therefore, this study assists in ensuring that the needs of African American students
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attending predominantly White post secondary institutions are understood and
addressed. Also, this study provides some implications for further study in the area of
African American student retention, because retention rates are not correlating with the
numbers o f students being admitted to predominantly White colleges and universities.
Adjusting to a college environment can be a difficult task and. as African
Americans entering PWIs, this task can be even harder when research is inadequate to
suggest solutions to potential problems. Numerous African American students on
predominantly White campuses are faced with challenges they must surmount to achieve
academically at predominantly White colleges and universities. It is my intent that this
study yields some viable solutions to some o f the problems o f lower retention,
graduation, and academic success rates facing many African Americans attending
predominantly White institutions o f higher education.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY
This section o f the dissertation includes information regarding research design,
setting, population, procedures, data collection, and data analysis. This was a qualitative
research case study that was conducted through semistructured interviews, participantobserver observations and document analysis. It was a study that should provide
explanations and a better understanding o f the relationship between noncognitive factors
and achievement for academically successful African American students at
predominantly White institutions.
Since the face o f educational research began to change in the late 1960’s,
educational researchers began to inquire about the possibilities and potential for
qualitative research (Schratz & Walker, 1995). Before the late sixties traditional testing
and survey type research dominated the field o f educational research (CresweU, 1994).
However, decades later, qualitative research has become more prestigious and is
currently considered an established form o f research (CresweU, 1994; Schratz & Walker,
1995). StUl, for many educators who are accustomed to seeing educational research in
the format o f statistical reports, qualitative studies do not seem like research (Chelimsky
& Shadish, 1997). Thus, the everyday language o f qualitative studies sometimes works
against it (Bogdan & Biklen, 1994). However, through the use o f voice, the similarities
and differences about reality that is presented by the participants, merges to create an
innovative form o f methodology.
Qualitative methods were used to conduct this study because they permitted me to
focus on the responses o f the participants to situations that generated different readings

37

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

and multiple interpretations (Brewer & Hunter, 1989; Lincoln & Denzin, 1994;
Merriam, 1988; Taylor & Bogdan, 1984). In other words, qualitative inquiry is a
complex interconnected family o f terms, concepts and assumptions, which are linked to
cultural and interpretive studies (Lincoln & Denzin, 1994). As such, qualitative research
can mean different things for different researchers. However, it should not be selfreferential, bewildering, or limiting (Schratz & Walker, 1995). Thus, it is often defined
as research that is multimethod in focus, where people are studied in their natural
settings (where subjects participate in the phenomenon of interest), for clarification or
interpretation in terms o f the meanings people bring to them (Brewer & Hunter, 1989;
Lincoln & Denzin, 1994; Taylor & Bogdan, 1984).
In addition, qualitative research involves the use of case studies, interviews,
personal experiences, life stories, observations, and visual texts as tools to describe
routine and problematic situations (Yin, 1993). Through research I have found that the
methods by which we study people affect how we view them (CresweU, 1994; Lee,
1995). Often we lose sight o f the humanistic side o f life when people are categorized as
statistical data and their words are considered unimportant. Without doubt, I believe
qualitative methods are necessary because they provide a forum for the views o f all
people, such as the poor, minorities, and women to be heard which is very important,
especiaUy since these individuals have often been ignored (Chelimsky & Shadish, 1997;
Lincoln & Denzin, 1994). Consequently the researchers' interpretation makes available
a venue for the voices o f the participants to be heard by intertwining the participants'
quotes and the researchers' interpretations to form a flowing and descriptive analysis
(Ely, et al., 1997; Kvale, 1996; Lee, 1995).
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Still, there are some researchers who view qualitative studies as only the search
for a biased truth, and a biased objectivity (CresweU, 1994; Denzin & Lincoln, 1998;
Lee, 1995). To address this issue qualitative researchers have admitted that this type of
research is value laden, o f course aU research is value laden (Chelimsky & Shadish,
1997; CresweU, 1994; Denzin & Lincoln, 1998; Gall, Borg, & Gall, 1996; Lee, 1995).
That is why their values and biases are reported as part o f the study, as are the values of
the nature o f the information gathered from the field (Chelimsky & Shadish, 1997; Lee,
1995). AU quaUtative researchers need to report faithfiiUy their perception o f the
realities they study and to rely on the voices and the interpretation o f interviews to
corroborate their work (CresweU, 1994; Lee, 1995). Therefore, it is imperative that the
voices are interwoven throughout qualitative studies because the voices are o f those
people who have actuaUy participated in the phenomena, which should give additional
validity to the study (CresweU, 1994; Ely, et al., 1997; Lee, 1995). ConsequentiaUy, in
this study I provided an opportunity for the expression and interpretation o f various
versions o f reaUty concerning the relationship between noncognitive factors and
achievement for academicaUy successful African Americans attending a predominantly
White university.
Bogdan & Biklen (1992) argue that quaUtative researchers capture “partial
truths,” which are shaped not only by the evidence but also by the language the writer
uses. Therefore, it is necessary to document the data in order to Ulustrate and
substantiate assertions made (Gall, Borg, & Gall, 1996; Homan, 1991). Sometimes
informants Ue to researchers; thus data should be verified via other interviews,
documents, and observations (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). In view o f the fact that the
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researchers’ interpretation o f the collected data furnishes an avenue for the voices o f the
participants to be shared, it is imperative that the researchers’ biases not affect the
analysis and interpretation o f the data (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998; Homan, 1991).
Therefore, to eliminate some of the biases, the analyzed and interpreted data should be
shared with the participants for their comments.
Additionally, because often in qualitative research the subjects are human, the
researchers need to utilize certain guidelines. Increasing media attention about the poor
handling o f some subjects and their privacy has caused qualitative researchers to rethink
some ethical issues (Chelimsky & Shadish, 1997). As a result, universities, colleges,
and agencies have developed policies in reference to research using human subjects.
Often qualitative researchers must deal with academic and practical concerns that have
required them to be increasingly more accountable (Chelimsky & Shadish, 1997; Lee,
1995).
Factors o f Qualitative Research
Educators can become more effective in their instructional practices by utilizing
qualitative research because the qualitative perspective sees all people as having the
potential to change themselves and their environment (CresweU, 1994; Schratz &
Walker, 1995). Additionally, qualitative methods help educators become more sensitive
to factors affecting their work and their interaction with others (Chelimsky & Shadish,
1997). Moreover, qualitative research requires more than skills in sampling,
questionnaire design, and being able to manipulate and present figures (CresweU, 1994).
It is necessary to maintain commitment, be enthusiastic under pressure, sustain concerns
for the process, find ways to incorporate evaluation demands, and think o f research as
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providing space for reflection (Schratz & Walker, 1995). Furthermore, qualitative
research provides tangible information about what the world is like now, which can help
people to perhaps live with more hope and understanding, while also providing avenues
for change and improvement (Chelimsky & Shadish, 1997). Given the many
educational benefits o f qualitative research, it easily became the only choice for me to
pursue this study.
This was very important to me because qualitative research provides an avenue
for the poor, minorities, women, and other non-majority groups to be heard, and perhaps
better understood (Lincoln & Denzin, 1994). Therefore, I believe my study provided a
way for the silent voices of the achieving African American students on a predominantly
White campus who chose to participate to be heard. The avenues their voices were
channeled through were open-ended interviews, observer-participant observations, and
document review. All of these were then carefully analyzed and translated using the
words and phrases o f the participants (Bogdan & Bilken, 1992; Lincoln & Denzin,
1994). Still, the voices o f the participants were shared based upon my interpretation o f
their lived experiences. Also, I shared many o f the same social characteristics o f my
interviewees (Etter-Lewis, 1993). I am an African American who persisted and
graduated from a PWI as were the participants (all will have graduated by May).
Therefore, I entered the interview setting as a participant observer. Nevertheless, I had
not been an undergraduate for over twenty years, therefore, I did not consider my self as
the “so-called expert” (Etter-Lewis, 1993, p. 140).
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Research Design
Qualitative methodology is a complex, interconnected family o f terms, concepts,
and assumptions that generate different meanings and multiple interpretations to
research (Lincoln & Denzin, 1994; Merriam, 1988). It is also now the dominant form o f
research at many universities in the fields o f education, sociology, social work, and
nursing (Chelimsky & Shadish, 1997; Lee, 1995). This approach was developed to
understand the inner experiences o f people as they interacted with each other. Also,
qualitative research attempts to interpret or clarify social phenomena (GaU, Borg, &
Gall, 1996; Lincoln & Denzin, 1994). Accordingly, qualitative methods often require
the researcher to observe behavior and conduct face-to-face interviews that are then
analyzed by segments for meanings and themes (Gall, Borg, & Gall, 1996; Janesick,
1994). These methods should yield in-depth reflective descriptions o f the phenomenon
being studied.
One o f the most significant forms o f qualitative inquiry is case study research.
The literature views case study as the dominant form o f qualitative research used to infer
themes and patterns from an examination o f collected data, such as interviews and
observations (Gall, Borg & Gall, 1996; Yin, 1993). Often, case study research is an
intensive focus on specific characteristics o f a phenomenon, which has a depth o f
analysis that yields important and unique information (GaU, Borg, & Gall, 1996). It is
also a detailed examination o f a single subject or event bounded by time and activity,
where detailed information is gathered using a variety o f data coUection procedures
(Lincoln & Denzin, 1994; Yin, 1993). Furthermore, case study research is preferred in
examining contemporary events, especially when the relevant behavior cannot be
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manipulated while answering why or how (Yin, 1993). As a result, case studies are
widely used in educational research (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). Thus qualitative case
studies on the noncognitive factors o f achieving African Americans at predominantly
White institutions should provide better understandings of, and also, additional insights
into their relationship with academic success.
I chose to conduct a collective case study to advance the understanding o f the
phenomenon o f the relationship between noncognitive factors and academic success. I
accomplished this through the use o f eleven academically achieving juniors and seniors
attending Louisiana State University. From the study I detected pertinent data that
assisted in explaining the relationship between noncognitive factors and academic
achievement for successful African American students at predominantly White
institutions.
Research states that a case study conducted to provide explanations for
phenomenan uses patterns and themes as forms o f clarification (Stake, 1995; Yin, 1993).
Patterns are defined as the observed variations in the phenomena which are
systematically related to each other (Gall, Borg, & Gall, 1996; Yin, 1993). Themes are
defined as inferences that a feature o f a case is characteristic o f the case (GalL Borg, &
Gall, 1996, p. 772). In creating thick description, I looked for explanations o f the
studied experience through themes and patterns from the participants’ voices that both
helped me make sense o f the data and related the data to other findings reported in the
literature (GaU, Borg, & Gall, 1996).
To discover themes and patterns, I conducted the case study through the use o f indepth interviews, document review, and observations that elicited and discussed the
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experiences o f eleven participants. Yin (1993) states that qualitative case study research
is where detailed information is collected using a variety o f data collection procedures
during a period o f time. Multiple methods o f data collection, analyses, or theories check
the study's findings to enhance the validity o f the case through a process called
triangulation (Gall, Borg, Gall, 1996). This process helps to eliminate biases that might
result from relying on one method o f data collection and to corroborate findings (Gall,
Borg, GaU, 1996; Stake, 1995). Therefore, I used interviews, observations, and
document analysis to conduct this study.
Interviews
Interviewing is one o f the most common and most powerful avenues to
understanding our fellow human beings (Fontana & Frey, 1994; Seidman, 1991). The
purpose of a qualitative research interview is to obtain descriptions o f the life world o f
the subjects and to interpret their meanings (Kvale, 1996; Seidman, 1991). In other
words, qualitative interviews are used to gather descriptive data in the subjects' own
words, which allows the interviewer to develop insight on how the subjects interpret
their experiences (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; Kvale, 1996). Also, the interviewees created
meaning, constructed views o f themselves, and negotiated power as they strove to
verbalize their experiences through thoughtfulness, details, and nuances (Olsen &
Shopes, 1991).
In this study, interviews provided different meanings and many perspectives o f the
topic being studied. They also provided possible solutions to some o f the problems,
such as poor retention rates and low academic success levels facing African American
students on predominantly White campuses. A particular strength o f this study is its
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reliance on the voices o f the students to suggest those solutions. The participants'
viewpoints have enabled me to make conceptual and theoretical clarifications o f the
phenomenon being studied (Gall, Borg, & Gall, 1996; Yin, 1993).
Qualitative interviews vary as to how they are structured. If an interview is too
structured or controlled, it may become overly rigid, thereby eliminating the opportunity
for the subjects to share their experiences in their own words (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992;
Denzin & Lincoln, 1998). Unstructured interviews often are highly subjective and timeconsuming (Gall, Borg, & Gall, 1996). Located midway between the extremes o f
completely standardized and completely unstandardized interviewing structures lies the
semistandard interview or semistructured interview (Berg, 1995).
Semistructured interviews involve the implementation o f a number of
predetermined questions which are asked o f each interviewee in a systematic and
consistent order (Berg, 1995; Kvale, 1996). Nonetheless, the interviewers can digress;
that is, they are permitted and expected to probe beyond the answers to acquire an indepth interview (Berg, 1995; Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; Kvale, 1996). Therefore,
structured questions are often followed by open-ended questions, which require the
interviewee to answer in more detail and provide greater depth (Gall, Borg, & Gall,
1996). In addition, this approach provides reasonably standard data from all
respondents (Berg, 1995; GalL, Borg, & Gall, 1996).
The data in my study was collected via semistructured interview questions for
appropriate uniqueness and standardization (Berg, 1995; Gall, Borg, & Gall, 1996).
Since it was a case study, the relationship between noncognitive factors and the reasons
for achievements o f the participants who are attending a predominantly White university
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was studied through the subjects' perspectives. The interviews were conducted at sites
agreeable to the participants and myself. There was a pre-interview session with each
participant, where I briefly explained the purpose o f my study and they shared why they
wanted to participate. Notes were taken at these sessions. Next, each participant was
interviewed twice, first at an initial interview session, and then at a follow-up interview.
Each interview ranged from approximately 90 to 120 minutes. All interviews were
taped recorded and transcribed by me. Once the interviews were transcribed, if I was
unclear about the meaning o f a participant’s response, I telephoned the interviewee for
clarification. Notes were made o f any clarifying conversations.
Observations
Observations should move the researcher towards a greater understanding o f the
case. Therefore, qualitative observations should be planned carefully, and episodes o f
unique relationships should be utilized to reveal the complexity o f a case through
description (Stake, 1995). Usually observational evidence is useful for additional
information about the case being studied (Yin, 1993).
I observed each o f the participants at least three times during the semester while
they were attending class, working on a project, interacting with family or friends,
and/or performing volunteer work. If observations only occurred during class time, then
I observed them during two different subject areas. Each observation lasted at least 80
minutes. Also, my observations were based upon areas the participants viewed as
important to their academic success. According to research I conducted participantobserver sessions, because I shared an identity with the group but entered the setting
only to gather data, “not to become involved with activities that were at the center o f the
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group’s identity” (Gall, Borg, & Gall, 1996, p. 765). To further enhance my study I
chose to interweave some o f the observed experiences throughout chapters VIII and IX.
Since an enormous amount o f information was collected, not all of the observational
data could be used to construct the analysis chapters.
Document Review
Document analysis is relevant in most case studies, but it should be carefully used
(Yin, 1989,1993). Often documents may have been edited for various reasons;
therefore, they should not be accepted as unembellished recordings o f events (Yin,
1989). Nonetheless, the reviewing o f documents is very important for corroboration and
support o f evidence from other sources (Yin, 1993). Consequently, documents are
definitely needed in any data collection for case studies. Still, some individuals have
been critical o f the potential over reliance on documents in case study research (Stake,
1995; Yin, 1993). Research states that this may be due to the individual's belief that the
documents are totally truthful (Yin, 1993). As a result, it is important that the researcher
remembers that all documents were written for other purposes and audiences, not just for
the case study (Stake, 1995; Yin, 1993).
For each participant, I collected at least four different forms o f documentation.
Therefore, in order to add depth to the study, secondary transcripts, ACT scores, and
college transcripts were reviewed to document the precollegiate and collegiate academic
success o f the participants. Additionally, I also reviewed class assignments, class notes,
writing samples, and/or autobiographies, which the participants felt would provide
insight into their academic success. Finally, I used many o f the collected documents to
construct a chart highlighting the secondary grade point averages, ACT composite
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scores, and college grade point averages o f the participants (see page SI). The chart
emphasizes that the participants were all academically capable o f success even before
enrolling in college. Also, the other collected data was used to verify the academic
capabilities o f the participants, and was not used for any other purpose in this study.
Still, in order to persist and achieve all o f the African American women and men who
participated in this study had to rely on noncognitive techniques to surmount the
numerous obstacles encountered while attending a PWI.
Setting
Louisiana State University and A & M College (LSU) is a comprehensive
institution classified by the Carnegie Foundation as a Research University I (Evangelauf,
1994). It is one o f only fifty-nine public and twenty-nine private universities in the
nation with this classification (General Catalogue. 1998-99). The Research I
classification means that an institution offers a full range o f programs from the
baccalaureate to the doctorate and gives high priority to research while awarding at least
fifty doctoral degrees a year and receiving at least $40 million in federal support
(Evangelauf, 1994). Thus, LSU provides opportunities for a variety o f degrees and also
is only one o f twenty-five universities in the nation designated as both a land grant and a
sea grant institution (General Catalogue, 1998-99). It is situated on a 2,000-acre site
located in the mid-city area o f the capitaL Baton Rouge, Louisiana.
The university enrolls about 16% o f the state's total enrollment in higher education
and ranks in the top 10% in the nation for the number o f graduates (General Catalogue,
1998-99). Its total enrollment is approximately 29,000 students of which 24,000 are
undergraduates and 2,722 or 9% of those are African Americans (General Catalogue,
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1998-99; Peterson Guide, 1998). Louisiana State University has an African American
retention rate o f approximately 74.9% after the first year; however, the retention rate for
the undergraduate student population is 78% after the first year (Peterson Guide, 1998).
Similarly, graduation rates for students have been 15% in 4 years; 37% in 5 years; 46%
in 6 years; whereas, for African Americans graduation rates have been 12.3% in 4 years;
27% in 5 years; and 33% in 6 years (LSU Budget & Planning, 1999; Peterson Guide,
1998). This coincides with research which states that there is an increase in attrition
rates for African Americans attending predominantly White institutions (Fleming, 1984,
1996).
Participants and Procedures
The target population was African Americans who graduated as honor students
from their respective secondary schools and continued their academic success in college.
This criteria was used because all o f these students graduated with at least a 3.00 grade
point average, and thus had proven their ability to be academically successful.
However, students who are academically successful at the collegiate level even if they
did not achieve at the same degree during their secondary years were included if they
had surmounted obstacles which might have prevented them from achieving. Further,
the students were juniors or seniors majoring in different areas, especially since the
majority o f research in this area has been conducted using freshmen to achieve the
sample or using students majoring in one area or taking one particular course. After
obtaining the university’s permission to proceed, I received assistance from Louisiana
State University's Minority Affairs Department in identifying possible candidates.
Additionally, to aid in the selection o f a sample, I posted flyers in the union and I
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consulted many instructors and friends for possible participant choices (see Appendix
B). Also, I sent an advertisement to the student newspaper about the study and
requested interested parties to respond via telephone. Finally, each department chair or
the person designated by the secretary was sent a letter stating pertinent facts about my
study and requesting their assistance (Appendix E).
All o f the participants were motivated to achieve for a variety o f reasons. Many
o f the African Americans who participated in my study were motivated to succeed and
to overcome obstacles because of parental support, self-esteem, friendship, religious
upbringing, and goals. Even though, mostly single moms reared the participants the
majority were still reared in environments that stimulated and motivated academic
attainment. The environment was often one o f academic achievement and nothing less
was acceptable. Therefore, achievement and persistence were instilled in most o f the
Black women and men who participated in this study at an early age.
Moreover, employing noncognitive factors to overcome obstacles were also
ingrained early into the lives o f these achieving African Americans. Noncognitive
skills, such as self-confidence, determination, and inner strength were utilized to
overcome obstacles o f racism and/or sexism during pre-collegiate and collegiate years
for the Black women and men participants who are currently attending a PW1.
Consequently, I chose to conduct my research by using the data collected from the
following five female and six male participants that were classified as juniors or seniors
in their major field o f concentration. From the documents I collected, such as ACT
scores, secondary grade point average, and post-secondary grade point average, I
constructed the following chart:
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Information on Participants
DEGREE

ACT

HSGPA

CGPA

Alice

Chemical Engineering

24

3.912

3.095

Angel

Psychology

24

3.563

3.074

Calvin

Agriculture

20

2.420

3.356

NAME

Casey

Political Science

22

2.956

3.295

Chris

Informational Systems

18

3.734

3.000

Corey

Chemistry

18

2.730

3.188

Della

Accounting

21

3.830

3.044

John

Industrial Engineering

18

2.933

3.119

29

3.900

3.434

Rita

Bio-chemistry

Tyrone

Zoology

22

3.961

3.432

Yvette

Microbiology

25

3.690

3.676

I believe it is important to note that all o f the participants have graduated except
for four. Three o f the four will graduate in May, but the final participant is recovering
from a serious illness and her projected graduation date has been postponed indefinitely.
Sampling Process
Convenience purposeful sampling was used to select a sample for this study.
Convenience sampling was used as part of the sampling process because the students
were all attending Louisiana State University, where I am also a doctoral student. To
assist with the process, I provided a careful and complete description o f the desired
sample to all gatekeepers (Gall, Borg, Gall, 1996; Yin, 1993). Furthermore, since
sample size in qualitative research is typically small (Gall, Borg, & Gall, 1996), the
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eleven students were purposively selected based upon their grade point averages and
gender, as well as how reflective they were about their experiences at LSU. Moreover,
the students were selected because they fit the purpose o f the study and were
information rich, which provided an added insight into the phenomenon (Gall, Borg, &
Gall, 1996). There is no such thing as a perfect interviewee, but there are those who will
want to tell their stories by providing revealing and insightful interviews (Brown, 1988),
and those are the type o f participants which 1 believe are included in my study.
Data Collection and Analysis
Since qualitative case studies require in-depth interviews that are expressions o f
the subjects’ experiences and understandings o f a given phenomenon, I chose to
structure the data collection using the work o f Gall, Borg, & Gall (1996, p. 601-602).
1. An identified topic of personal and social significance should be selected,
which should be both emotionally and intellectually engaging to the researcher.
The noncognitive factors o f academically successful African American students have
intrigued me for the last eighteen years o f my career as an educator. In addition, I feel
the growing concern about minority persistence at predominantly White institutions is
part o f the unsolved mystery concerning poor persistence rates for African American
students at these schools.
2. The essential criteria for selecting participants are that they must have
experienced the phenomenon being studied and share the researcher's interest in
understanding its nature and meanings. Participants for this study are African
American students with a successful academic history who are attending a
predominantly White university. While they were selected through convenience
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purposeful sampling, participation was on a voluntary basis. Therefore, if students
preferred not to be involved with the study, they did not have to participate. However,
to encourage participation, members of the sample were given a fictitious name that
should have provided confidentiality and assisted them with speaking frankly and
openly.
3. The interview process should consist of at least one relatively
unstructured long interview with each participant that is focused on eliciting all
aspects o f the experience. My use of semistructured interviews elicited information
that provided depth and many different aspects o f the phenomena being studied. Each
participant was interviewed at least twice, some more. Through the interview process
the participants shared a variety o f reasons for their academic success at a PWI.
4. Data analysis requires the interviews to be separated into segments, which
are then analyzed for common themes. I separated the interviews into segments by
using a computer to assist me with coding. Also, I transcribed each interview, then
analyzed, and coded them for themes. Interpretational analysis was used to analyze the
transcripts, because it allowed the contents to be scrutinized closely to find constructs,
themes, and patterns that were used to describe and explain the phenomenon being
studied. Next, categories were developed based upon the inferred concepts. The
categories were grounded in the data that I collected and were used to explain and
describe the phenomena.
5. Finally, the findings were synthesized and validated by checking with
participants. Once the category system had been selected, I used it to code each
segment and re-examined each segment to ensure that it belonged in that category. All
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o f the common category segments were then compiled and analyzed. Data was analyzed
until theoretical saturation occurred, which means until no new or relevant segments
occurred. Finally, conclusions were drawn based upon the themes and patterns
discovered. The developing themes were shared with each interviewee whose story has
been included for his or her interpretation.
Writing U p the Shared Stories
Since qualitative studies are often multifaceted, few researchers use one writing
style exclusively, especially since the interviewees normally shift between the past and
the present in sharing the intricacies o f their lived events (Etter-Lewis, 1993).
Therefore, a variety o f different methods should be utilized to analyze interviews and
other data in order to create a complex and significant lived experience (Denzin &
Lincoln, 1998; Ely, et al., 1997). Henceforth, I decided that the best way to allow the
participants' voices to be heard and their experiences to be shared would be by
presenting their stories in the narrative forms o f vignettes and layering.
Narratives are lived stories, “individual and collective, retold and reconstructed to
tell versions of an experience” (Ely, et al., 1997, p. 64). Thus, narratives offer a first
hand and detailed perspective o f an individual's explication o f an experience (Ely, et al.,
1997; Etter-Lewis, 1993). “Various tools of narrative stories, such as characters,
figurative language, themes, plot, atmosphere, motifs, dialogue and sequences o f events,
should be utilized to render the stories as complex and significant” (Ely, et al., 1997, p.
64). In other words, many literary tools that are common to creative, intriguing, and
memorable stories should be used to construct meaningful accounts o f the experience
(Ely, et al., 1997).
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Furthermore, narratives are composed o f the meanings researchers are left with
after conducting a study, as well as the “reconstructing, rearranging, compressing,
sequencing, emphasizing, and ignoring of text to create a vicariously lived and
realistically comprehended story based upon what was researched” (Ely, et al., 1997, p.
64). In addition, they are excellent for studying the lives o f individuals, because
narratives serve as “representations and explanations o f social reality that is
communicated through the story they tell” (Gall, Borg, Gall, 1996, p. 763). Narratives
should let the readers experience the unfolding research stories o f the participants (Ely,
et al., 1997).
One way to do this is through the use o f vignettes, which are a form o f the
narrative method. As we come to know what has happened via the revelations o f each
participant, the case begins to tell the story o f the individual’s experience (Stake, 1998).
Thus, to construct an understanding o f the individual, experience, or circumstances that
the author depicts, vignettes are often used (Ely, et al., 1997). According to Ely (1997,
p. 70), “a vignette restructures the complex dimensions o f its subject for the purpose of
capturing, in a brief portrayal, what has been learned over a period o f time.”
Also, vignettes are compressed drawings that can be used to “introduce
characters, foreshadow events, highlight particular findings, analyze an issue, or
summarize a particular theme;” as well as being syntheses that “encapsulate what the
researcher discovered through fieldwork” (Ely, et al., 1997, p. 70). Still, they should
command the reader’s interest, and also impart a profound insight into the research
venture (Ely, et al., 1997; Etter-Lewis, 1993; Janesick, 1998). Furthermore, vignettes
should allow the researcher to portray the participants through a variety of discourses
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while illustrating their intimate feelings and encounters (Ely, et al., 1997).
Consequently, I used vignettes to describe the experiences lived by the participants as
shared with me through various interviews, observations, and document review. Thus,
vignettes invite the reader to “step into the space o f a vicarious experience” created by
the fertile description o f the participants that has been structured by the researcher
employing this narrative technique (Ely, et al., 1997, p. 72).
To further enhance the narrative process o f vignettes, I sometimes used the
technique o f embedding which is “to insert a story within a story” (Etter-Lewis, 1993, p.
194). In my mind, it was important to include embedded information about the lives o f
significant family members o f the participants. Moreover, these significant others often
provided the framework for understanding the motivation for academic achievement for
many o f the successful African American students who are a part o f my study (EtterLewis, 1993).
On the other hand, through analysis I had to decide what was pertinent or
unnecessary for the purpose o f my research (Ely, et al., 1997; Wolcott, 1990).
Therefore, by decreasing the material and employing judgment, I was able to interpret
and find significance in the transcribed interviews (Atkinson & Hammersley, 1998; Ely,
et al., 1997; McCracken, 1988; Wolcott, 1990). This type o f editing is called
winnowing (Ely, et al., 1997; Wolcott, 1990). Winnowing can be agonizing because
“the words represent people and places that may have become deeply entwined in our
lives” and eliminating them from the finished product is sometimes like losing a friend
(Ely, et al., 1997, p. 188). Even though it was painful for me to omit some o f the shared
experiences of the participants, I knew I had to if I was going to analyze the data with a
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receptive way o f thinking while seeking what would emerge as important from the text
(Ely, et al., 1997; Seidman, 1991). As a result, winnowing occurred to allow me to
reveal the discovered themes and patterns with ample text, even though I could not
include everything that was shared during the interviews (Ely, et al., 1997). To assist
with the winnowing process, I chose first to focus on four o f the participants instead of
all eleven. To characterize the lived experiences o f the four, I decided to use individual
narrative vignettes (see chapters IV, V, VI, VII). The four were selected because their
stories are ones o f immense determination, strong academic motivation, positive selfconcepts, and definite goals. In my mind, they offer to the reader, as well as to me,
themes and constructs o f the phenomena being studied that surfaced through the
interviews, observations, and document review process.
Nonetheless, I still believe that the other seven participants had stories to tell
which were also important to this study. Thus, I elected to use the layered narrative to
share their experiences, because layering entails stories that arise from various
participants about the same experience (Ely, et al., 1997). Layered stories share the
participants’ lives and perceptions, while also emphasizing the persons’ ingenious and
effective versions of the experience (Ely, et al., 1997; Holstein & Gubrium, 1998).
Therefore, layered stories reflect the diverse ways through which the experience is
interpreted (Ely, et al., 1997). Also, I decided to include the other four participants in
the layered stories for added validity. Therefore, through winnowing and layering, I
have chosen to present two composite chapters on the participants. Chapter VIII focuses
on the five female participants while Chapter IX focuses on the six male participants.
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The following chapters are the stories of both the interviewees and the
interviewer because they were constructed by me from what the participants voiced (Ely,
et aL, 1997; Mishler, 1986). I have tried to present insightful text that shares the
narrators' views o f themselves (Etter-Lewis, 1993), and also shows the essence o f the
lived experiences.
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CHAPTER IV
ANGEL
You can succeed anywhere because the school or university does not make the
person!! You see, technically my high school should have been considered as suburban,
but actually it was more like an inner city school. However, I had some wonderful
teachers and just because it was a public inner city high school, it does not mean I was
cheated out o f a good education. Sure, we had to wear identification tags at all times,
and have clear book bags. We also had problems with fights, guns, and teen pregnancy.
Yet, I was able to succeed, you know, I am the type o f person who would have done
what I had to do at any school. Often I think the negative experiences from high school
may have helped by exposing me to things that I knew I did not want to happen to me. I
saw pregnant thirteen year old girls, students leaving in handcuffs and being expelled
from school, which made me know that I did not want those things to happen to me.
Also, when I came to college I was not dumbfounded like a lot o f girls who come here
and I did not go buck wild. Sometimes it is like they are getting loose and that is that.
They just get wild. In that respect, I think my school may have prepared me by showing
me the consequences o f certain behavior. Besides, I truly believe that you can succeed
anywhere.
My childhood and neighborhood were not the best, and I guess that also has a lot
to do with my drive for success. Attaining has to do with me believing in doing what I
have to do, and I always have known what I had to do. You see, my father left my
mother with five children and while she was six months pregnant with me. We lost our
house and had to move into the projects and go on food stamps. Mom raised us alone,
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and she also put herself through nursing school by selling homemade pecan candy. She
made the candy using pecans from a tree in my grandmother's yard and with commodity
sugar, cream, and butter. So, she really didn’t have any expense in making the candy.
Plus, my mom did not have to worry about child care because my older sister is 42 and I
am 19, therefore, there was a big enough age gap for the older siblings to watch the
younger ones.
Also, I think I want to succeed because I want to give my mother the happiness
she has never really had. My mother has never really had anything. She works long
hours— long hours on her feet all o f the time, and I have never heard her complain. All
o f my older siblings have severely abused drugs or alcohol, and she has had to work
even more to try to help them. As a child, I remember hearing my mother arguing on
the phone, crying in her bedroom, and finding jewelry or money missing because one o f
them had stopped by. I have seen my sister sneak out o f the bedroom window to meet
men; I have also seen her get beaten by men, and I had a brother on crack.
Dysfunctional all the way—that is my family. Seeing all o f that made me know I was
not going to let it happen to me. You see, I wanted to give my mom something to be
proud of.
My mom used to have nothing to say when the doctors would ask how her children
were, except they are fine. I wanted her to be able to say more than that. Now, it is like
I am the star. She tells everyone about me, and my success. All o f the doctors and
nurses at the hospital know about me. Yes, I know that is not good for me to an extent,
because any one thing that I would do wrong would be worse than if she found my
brother still doing crack. Yet, with all o f that my mother and I are not close. Through no
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fault o f her own. she had to work fulltime and then overtime. She had to make extra
money to bail my brothers out o f jail or to replace the money that disappeared when one
o f my siblings came by. She was always at work—she was always working—Always.
She knows this and one day she looked at me and started crying. She said. “You know I
sat down and I realized that you have essentially raised yourself.”
And she is right, I remember being 7 years old and pushing my mom to bring me
to church. She was not religious, so I would say, “Momma I am going to be late—come
on and bring me to church.” And then slowly I brought her into the church. I think
success is just inside o f me— it is me—I think it is because I am religious. Maybe that is
why I am one o f the exceptions because children from single parent homes are less
likely to be successful, so I think I am one o f those people who beat the odds.
I know my success is all about my will power, because no one can make me study.
I made A's all through elementary school— my parents were not there. I think it comes
from within and that is the way I was geared. Maybe since I raised myself—something
hit me. You know one o f those things that made me so different from everybody else in
my family. In all honesty I should have been just like my five brothers and sisters. I
guess I am just determined; I know what I want. Yeah, determined. It is in me—I drive
myself. I have that drive to go farther.
So, I think it is my own drive—my own drive not to live in the type of
neighborhood I lived in as a child, not to have the struggles that my mom had—that I
saw—that I lived. One o f my main goals is not to be like my siblings. No, I don't want
to be like them.
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Yes, I have this drive—I am focused. Sometimes I have had to work four jobs to
stay in school because my mom cannot afford to support me financially. I have no other
source o f money, I cant turn to my mother and I dont have wealthy brothers or sisters.
Therefore, I have to work unless I take out a series o f loans and just think about it later.
A college education was my decision and I want it so badly that I am willing to work
four jobs if necessary. You know when I came here, I had some scholarship money and
I thought I could pay the rest o f my fees a little each month for the whole year. I did not
know that I had to pay everything before the semester ended. (Laughter) So, I had four
jobs my freshmen year and I took out a $2,500 loan to pay to stay on campus and things
like that. Sometimes I don't know how I made a 3.5 grade point average that year.
Now, I am only working three jobs, soon to be two because I am going to quit
one. Still there are times when I have to work three jobs, if I need extra money. But, I
am tired o f working, so tired. Sometimes I still wonder how I did it my freshmen year.
I think I am burned out—I feel like I can't do this anymore. Everyday, I wish I could
stop working. But I keep going because I have always known what I want. I just have
to keep going. I have to succeed.
So, it is me who drives me. I don't know anyone who would work as many jobs
as I do to go to college. Often I just don't know where the energy comes from. At times
it is like— what am I doing? It is a hard burden to have to work so many jobs and attend
college, but I know that my mom cannot support me financially. I keep going because I
know what I want. I want to succeed— I want to go to graduate school. I have to keep
going— I have to.
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I think I keep going and staying “kind-of” on track because I have this thing in
my mind o f how I want to live in the future. I don't want to have to live in a house that
is not o f good quality and that I am not comfortable in—I want to be able to choose the
things that I want to have and not to have to settle. I have goals. I have the goal to
graduate and have a career where I will be actively involved, and not just have to do a
mundane job everyday. I want to get married and have children one day and live in a
house on a hill. You see, in elementary school all o f my friends were White because we
had moved out o f the projects into a poor White neighborhood; however, I was not
accepted.
You know, I can remember that at my White friends' houses there was always a
special cup that I had to drink out of. When we would do read-a-thons at school and we
had to ask the neighbors to sponsor us, I was always the only one who did not get
sponsored—I never got sponsored. Also, whenever my White friends did anything
wrong their parents always blamed me— it was my fault— I had enticed them to do
wrong. That is another reason I am driven to succeed. You see— I don't want my
children to live in the projects or lower class predominantly White neighborhoods as I
have.
Often there is talk about the racial climate here. Sure there is some racism here,
but I do not let it affect me. I am very outspoken; I really believe that if you are not a
part o f the solution then you are a part o f the problem. For example, as a freshman I was
assigned to Graham Dorm, which is where most African American females are placed.
When I inquired about the reason for the placement, I was told because I had missed the
deadline for application submission. That is just not true, because as soon as I received
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my information, everything was completed and mailed in. Now, I could say that this is a
racial issue because a friend o f mine sent in her application four months after I did and
she was assigned to a better dorm. Was her assignment based upon her race or not? She
is White. The housing issue needs to be addressed. The campus newspaper printed an
article about it and basically said that approximately 95% o f all Black freshmen are
assigned to Graham. Is that a coincidence or something that has been established? After
all there are only about 3000 Black students on this campus o f approximately 30,000.
Things like that make me realize how much o f a minority I am. Still, I won't let it
affect me. I will not let it make me suspicious of every White person or make me feel as
if I have something to prove. Yet, I know that I cannot afford to look at things with a
blindfold on and say that everyone is good or there is no racism here. For example, I
had to borrow some notes from a classmate who lived in one o f the fraternity houses.
Well, when I got there this guy wearing confederate flag boxer shorts greeted me. I was
startled by this and a bit afraid, even though the guy was friendly and directed me to my
classmate’s room. I asked my classmate about the confederate flag displayed by his
fraternity. He said that he displays them on his truck and from his window because he
did not like the union and he was just bom a confederate. I told him that the confederate
flag represented people who were for slavery and who tried to preserve the system of
slavery. I told him that he was being racist and he was only acting like he did not know
the true meaning o f having a confederate flag. To me it is like upholding slavery—it
was like the whole idea o f slavery being acceptable has been instilled because we live in
the South. It was a good discussion. I was not sure he understood how I felt or how
seeing the confederate flag being displayed makes me feel, especially by a classmate and
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friend. Apparently he understood my feelings because he no longer displays it on his car
or from his window.
Yet, there is still too much separatism here. Programs are presented that are
geared to the majority race students. Very seldom is there a component that
encompasses Blacks, Asians, Hispanics or other individuals o f color. Even at football
games there is a White and a Black section. It is like an unspoken rule—the Whites are
together and the Blacks are together. Racism is definitely here. Sometimes I feel like
there would not be any Black people on this campus if the university could get federal
and state funding without us.
A few semesters ago, I decided to join a service organization. I attended the first
meeting o f the year and I was the only Black person present. It was an awkward
situation for me. I have been the only Black in several classes and never felt
uncomfortable. However, when I walked in and did not know anybody, nor did I see
another Black person, it became awkward. Perhaps it was because all o f the White
members seem to know each other and had already formed their “cliques”. Besides, no
one welcomed me and I was too intimidated to introduce myself to anyone. Yeah, I
really felt the alienation and isolation o f being Black on a predominantly White campus
that day. From all o f those things I conditioned myself to know that these are people
(White) you spend time with and to entertain yourself with but nothing more than that—
nothing more.
My education was my decision. My mother knew I was going to go to college
after high school because I wanted to and I received scholarship offers from several
universities. However, most o f the offers were from out o f state schools with a small
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African American student population and the others were from private expensive
schools. Since I knew that my mother could not support me and that I would have to, I
needed to attend college in state and at a public institution. So, no one really influenced
my quest for a college education per se, it is just something that is in me. I drove
myself. I have that drive to go farther.
When I first came here, my drive for academic achievement was high. I
studied—I studied in my free time as much as I could. I did not go out— I did not have a
social life. I went home every weekend. I had a boyfriend in New Orleans and we
would go to the movies or try a different restaurant each weekend. But other than that I
worked and I studied. I would work sixty hours a week and study until 2 a.m. each
night. I was more motivated then. I had more energy. (Smile) Still, I would never want
my children to have to work like I have, nor would I want them to have to settle for a
lesser education because I could not afford a better one.
Now, I am receiving more financial assistance so I only have to work 40 hours a
week. It seems like fewer work hours have given me time to veer away from school. I
have seen such a drastic change in myself. O f course, part o f it is that after working and
standing on my feet for several hours at a department store, I am exhausted. Things that
were never a part o f my life now are. For example, I watch television or talk on the
phone. Still, I have that drive to succeed. Deeply embedded in my mind is that C's are
not acceptable, B's are ok, but A's are what I am capable of. So, I keep telling that to
myself, as well as never do anything that you will regret and never do less than your
best. Now, I am back to studying more and remembering why I need and want to
succeed. The memories o f my past and present are definitely there to drive me.
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I look at my old neighborhood and I look at my brothers and sisters, who are now
in their thirties and forties, and I know that is definitely not me. I just don't want to have
to stress myself out like them because o f a lack o f an education—you can only go so far
with a high school education. When I keep those things in mind, I know that I have to
go ahead and get my bachelor’s degree and keep my grades high. Hopefully, I will get a
scholarship for graduate school or some other type o f funding, especially since I now
have an honors’ scholarship. So keeping that in mind, drives me— it is the force that
keeps me going.
I guess I am driven to succeed because I am determined to keep on overcoming
obstacles. I had gallbladder surgery in February o f 1998, but I was sick for most o f
1997 and the doctors did not know what was wrong with me. They never suspected my
gallbladder because I am only 19 years old, not overweight and I do not eat a high fat
diet. So there were none of the characteristics that are usually present to indicate a
gallbladder problem. Therefore, they did not know why I was sick all o f the time. I
would wake up at midnight with heartburn, and I would down some Mylanta, and before
I knew it I had taken the whole bottle. I would be up until 2 am trying to make it stop—
trying to make the pain stop. So, when I would go to class the next morning I would be
trying to catch up on the sleep I had missed the night before, which affected my grades
because they fell a few points. Finally, the pain got so bad and since I could hardly
breathe, I called 911 and told them I thought I was having a heart attack.
After surgery I had to go back to work quickly because my rent, and other bills
were due. Also, because my emergency gallbladder surgery did not occur until the day
after the drop with a W deadline, my academic counselor said that I had to complete my
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courses or fail them. So, I had to go back to work and school a week after surgery. I
opened up my wounds—they did not get to heal right. But I had to go back to work. I
was told I had to wear loose clothing, but I only had jeans or shorts and I did not have
the money to buy more clothes for a couple o f weeks. For a long time after the surgery,
I was very tired and that took a toll on me. I was just so tired. Still, I had to work and
go back to school. You know I guess determination kept me going. My grade point
average fell some that semester, but I had a few professors who understood and they
took into consideration the work I had done before my illness.
Since after surgery my grades slipped, I decided to redeem myself by going to
summer school, but maybe the obstacles that were put forth before me were just too
much. I already had enough and I could not jump over any more hurdles. I could not
overcome any thing else. So, that summer I made my first D. That was the most
mortifying thing that has ever happened to me. And I never want to feel like that again.
It is just me—some people don't mind a C or D, but that is just not acceptable to me— it
is very below my standards. And so now, I have an overall grade point average o f a
3.00 and I tell myself—“Angel, do what you are capable of.” So, my goal is to
concentrate on my schoolwork and get back to studying the way I need to—the way I
used to.
My study habits are getting back on track. They are where I was once—
preparing, planning, and prioritizing. I meet with professors if I feel I need to, I do any
research at the library that I need to, and then I go home and study. I have to take extra
measures to succeed. I have to work hard. For example, I have to review,
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re-read, re-study, re-look, and re-check. So, I guess that is where the hard work aspect
conies. Also, I am trying to get back to making flashcards, which is an excellent study
tool.
I have more time to study now because I am only working three jobs. I teach
piano on Mondays and Wednesdays for 3 hours each day, in the psychology department
10 hours a week, and 20 hours at a local apparel store each weekend. Finally, I don't
need a fourth job because I have a mentor who is also a benefactor.
He is an engineer who is a member o f my church in New Orleans. He is very
intelligent, went to Loyola and has a reputable and very successful business. The priest
at my church knows my family and I am sure he gave him the odds and ends about us.
You know, the things that I would not have felt comfortable telling him. He has come to
my church, and he has come to my neighborhood. So, he knows my situation. Yet, he
says there is something about me that makes him want to sponsor my education. He
gives me $200 a month to do with as I feel. He is White, but that did not come into play
with me. He is that father figure that I did not have while growing up. He motivates me
because he knows o f my failures, as I have told him o f them. He tells me you can fall on
your face and stay there if you want to, or you can get up and keep going. He is also a
religious person and that helps because I am still involved in the church. I go to church
every Sunday because I need those prayers.
Even with all o f the obstacles I have had to overcome there are those who think
that I am treated differently because o f my skin color. Some of my dark skinned friends
say that because I am light skinned I am accepted more or treated better than they are.
This has been a problem that I have had to deal with ever since high school. My dark
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skinned friends said that is why the fraternity guy allowed me to be so adamant about
the confederate flag. Perhaps, but I see myself as being a Black person, not as a light
skinned Black person.
I don't think I had any realistic preparation for attending a predominantly White
university. I just knew I wanted to go somewhere out o f town because I did not want to
hear any more stories about the negative habits o f my siblings. I did not want to hear
my mother crying during the night or see the tears in her eyes from the pain caused by
the habits o f my sisters and brothers. This university offered me a full scholarship. So,
when 1 prepared to come to here, I prepared financially. I looked at how much money I
would need for books, lab fees, dormitory and meals. Therefore, I did not consider race
relations. I wanted to attend a decent school outside o f the New Orleans area. This
university gave me that opportunity by offering me a full scholarship. Money was my
priority but the diversity that I found here was a plus.
Besides the diversity, I was thrilled when I was invited to join the freshmen honor
society. There have been some interesting times here. For example, I liked my English
Argument Class because the professor made it a fun and unique course. 1 liked it
because of the way she structured it. We sat in a circle and we would discuss the topics
that she had selected. The topics were from the assigned text. We would read a pre
selected story before each class meeting, and then during class we would discuss it. The
twist was that we usually dissected a character and the feelings o f that character. We
were allowed to voice our opinions, which made the class very interactive. The stories
were very interesting and being able to share my views and argue my point was fim and
a good learning experience.
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Still, my favorite teacher is my deviant sociology professor. In my mind any
educator who can keep my attention is an excellent instructor. She does not just sit there
and lecture. She talks to the class and we discuss things. Also, she makes jokes about
the topic and she shares stories about things that people have done. Perhaps, I liked the
class so much because it is about deviant behavior and why people break rules. It made
me wonder about how someone can say what is right or wrong for someone else. Her
style o f teaching brought humor to an otherwise difficult topic. She made the class
interesting and a memorable experience. Her personality definitely came through in the
class, which helped to make it a wonderful semester.
On the other hand, my worst experience has been with parking. 1 used to do like
everyone else. I would look for someone with keys in their hands and follow them by
driving slowly behind them. (Laughter) Or I would sit in my car at the beginning o f the
parking lot and ask people if they were about to leave, if someone said yes, then I would
follow that person to my soon to be parking space. (Laughter) I did this in order to get
a parking space. Parking was a nightmare, but since my surgery it has been just great.
Now, I have a medical permit. Finally, I can stop complaining about parking and all
those freshmen taking up all o f the parking spaces. (Laughter)
Overall, coming here has been a good experience. I would tell African American
female students who are considering this school as a college choice to remember to go to
class, not to stay in Graham dorm, not to mess with football players, and to definitely
not get caught up in the party scene. (Laughter) Also, I would warn them against
hanging out in the quad. It is so easy to see some friends in the quad, start chatting and
gossiping and before you know it you have missed class. I say, “speak to your friends if
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you see them in the quad but don't stop—Just keep going.” Lastly, I believe that many
of the students who do not succeed here concentrate on the wrong things. They need to
go to class, study more, set goals, prepare for class, plan for academics, and prioritize
things. African American students must remember to remain determined—keep your
academic success drive strong. Never settle--never.
I can never settle for less than the best that I can do. So when I keep that in mind
and along with my faith, it becomes the driving force for my success. I have to keep
going—I have to.
Angel is a junior majoring in psychology with a cumulative grade point
average o f 3.074 and plans to graduate in May of 2000. She graduated from high
school with a cumulative grade point average o f 3.074 and an ACT composite o f 24.
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CHAPTER V
RITA
Since there are so few African Americans here, I feel special. It is like I might get
to experience something that the White people will not get to experience, because there
are so many o f them. For us, it is almost as if we are going to a small university
becausethere are so few o f us; therefore, we all know each other, and it is as if we are
attending a small local college.
On the other hand, in many of my classes I am the only Black person and often,
it is like they (Whites) look to me for the African American viewpoint. Sometimes I
sense that my White classmates expect me not to do well, because they act like all—all
the Black students don't do well. This just makes me feel as if I am representing my
race when I am in the classroom, doing an assignment, or taking a test. So, I simply
want to do well. As a result o f being on a predominantly White campus I feel an
additional need to succeed, which motivates me even more than usual.
Hey, it is not like I am the smartest person here, but I study—I just study a lot. I
really try to apply myself. There are times in class when I may not get the best grade,
but I think I may understand the material better than someone who may have made a
higher grade than I did. For me, it is about learning the material. Since, I want to get
into medical school I need to know the subject areas well; therefore, I really want to
learn the course work thoroughly, because I want to do well on the MCAT (Medical
Comprehensive Achievement Test). Also, I think I am focused and smart, but that
sounds like I am bragging, like I am big headed, and I am not. I am very humble.
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Some things simply come easy to me, it is a blessing. There are things that I can
picture in my mind that other people cannot. For example, I can picture some problems
in my head; therefore, when I study for chemistry I can imagine some of the problems
and see them in my mind. While being able to picture some problems has helped, I
believe my success is based upon my mother, my religious faith, my family, and my
high school.
I was brought up in a religious environment. From my mom, I learned the
importance of religion by going to church. We went to church a lot, at least twice a
week, usually on Sundays and Wednesdays. I think my mom's faith in God helped her
bring up my younger brother and me, because when I was eight years old my parents
divorced. My father moved back to Oklahoma. So, it was just my mom and us.
I think that perhaps my parents' divorce made my brother and me grow up a little
faster than some other children did. After all, we had to be responsible to let ourselves
in after school, watch a little television, eat and then do our homework. Now, I don’t
like that my parents are divorced but it has helped me deal with many things, even here.
When something happens, I know that I should be able to figure it out. For example,
some o f my friends, whenever anything happens, they panic. I feel like—okay, it is a
problem, but let's just deal with it. I am like that because I grew up in a single parent
home where whenever we had a problem, Mom fixed it. If there is a problem—I am
like, just fix it. Therefore, my parent's divorce made me more self-reliant, selfsufficient, and self-confident. Even though there have been times when I wish my father
had been home; for example, to meet my dates or to attend Girl Scout father-daughter
days. Yet, I know that I have not really been negatively affected by the divorce.
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Besides, we get to see him every other Thanksgiving and, also, we write and call each
other. Overall, the divorce has helped me to strive for success by being mainly more
self-sufficient.
Since my mom is self-reliant, it helps me to be self-reliant. She has been fixing
things for a long time, and I think it started when my mother had to drop out o f college
because my grandparents could not afford to send both her and her sister to college. My
mom's older sister had already attended college for a year by the time my mom entered
college. She had to drop out after her freshmen year because her parents could not
afford to send the two o f them to college. So, since her older sister had completed two
years, my grandparents decided my aunt would continue in college and my mom would
return home.
Once my mom returned home, she went to work at the local hospital as a clerk to
pay for training at a business school. Later she went to the local university and got her
associate’s degree in nursing. She was determined to complete college and get an
undergraduate degree. Therefore, when I was in middle school, she went back and got
her bachelor’s in nursing. It was hard for her to get her degree, especially since she had
to work and raise us as a single parent, but she did it. I know that is why she stresses the
importance o f me getting an education and graduating from college. She simply wants
me to get an education and to not have to work as hard as she did to get her degree. Her
determination motives me.
Yeah!! (Smile) She motivates me. Mom calls me twice a week and we also
e-mail each other, and she is very supportive o f my educational efforts. My mom has
always told me that, if you don't think well o f yourself, you can't make anyone else think
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well o f you. While I am humble, I do believe in myself. It simply means that if I don't
think I can do a good job, I won't be able to. Also, my mom wants us to do better than
she did, which pushes me to do well. Something else that motivates me is my mom’s
side o f my family. They also want me to succeed.
My grandfather only completed the 8th grade, but he always says, "I may not
have much education, so I probably wouldn't be able to figure out a problem for you, but
I sure can find someone who can." On the other hand, my grandmother wants a bumper
sticker for her car that says my granddaughter goes to LSU. (Big Smile) They all seem
really proud o f me and they talk about it because LSU is a really big university in
Louisiana, which seems to make them even prouder. So, my family is definitely
supportive o f my educational efforts.
Also, I get an extra push or two from my best friend, who just happens to be my
cousin. She helps me to stay positive, to laugh, and to relax. When we were children I
was thought o f as the pretty girl and she was the tomboy; however, when we got to high
school I became the athletic one and she became the pageant winner. (Laughter) During
her senior year, she became the first Black queen at our high school. That night when I
returned from my grandfather's job, where I had helped him haul water, I was dirty and
muddy, and she was looking glamorous in her queen stuff. It was funny. (Laughter)
We have different interests and she does not study as much as I do, but she is still my
best friend and she motivates me. She always says, “Don’t let things phase you, just
keep on going, and you will succeed.” Yeah, my mom, my family, and my high school
are all behind my success.
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Now, my high school was an inner city half magnet and half non-magnet school,
which means we had sports. So, I got to play basketball and softball, and still be in the
magnet program. It (the magnet program) taught me that everyday you have to go to
class and you have to do the work. I had good teachers and my high school gave me the
educational background to do well here. I was fortunate to go to a good high school, but
many African Americans are not as lucky. Most o f the time the schools that are in the
African American neighborhoods are not as good as the ones in the White
neighborhoods. Therefore, some Black students do not get as firm a background as
other people, especially as some Whites. Yet, they can still succeed, even though it
would be harder to do but it can be done.
Another thing is that my high school helped me become accustomed to being
around a lot o f Whites. There were only a few Black students there just like here. So, it
also helped prepare me in that way. If you are not used to being around a lot o f Whites
and you come here, it can be overpowering. Even with all o f my preparation and family
support I became overwhelmed the first time I attended a football game. (Laughter) It
was like a sea o f people and there were very few Blacks in the crowd, it was a sea o f
White people. When my friends and I saw some guys we barely knew, we stuck with
them because they were Black. (Laughter) Still, you get through it and you continue to
work hard and to succeed.
There have also been other things that have helped me to achieve, like the
summer scholars program. It is a program for academically successful African
American high school seniors. Therefore, if you are interested in coming to LSU, you
can fill out the summer scholars' application. They usually pick the best 20 out o f the
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pool o f applicants. So, I was picked and got to come here that summer. This meant that
I got to take six hours and attend orientation sessions twice a week for an hour. In
addition, different campus representatives would come and tell us about some o f the
programs and things available to us as students. We would also have study hall for two
hours on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Thursdays. Then on Tuesday nights we would
have family night. Since the director is a Christian we also had prayer time and we did
praise reports, which required us to say something good that had happened since the last
time we had met. I liked the praise reports and the prayer time because my religious
faith has helped me to remain here, to do well, to be happy, and to be at peace with
myself.
For me, it is definitely about my religious beliefs. I believe that the rest o f your
life is affected by how you are spiritually. My home and my church gave me the
background to be prayerfully responsible for what goes on in my life. I know that my
spiritual relationship is there and that is where everything else stems, so I just need to
keep doing my best. Therefore, one o f the things I do as part o f doing my best is to meet
my professors during the first week o f school. I want them to know who I am.
Hopefully after meeting me, they will know that I am serious about doing well, and also,
when they see my name they will be able to put a face with it. However, some people
may think when I go and talk to a male professor—oh, well she is just going to talk to
him because she is a girl and she wants special attention. I don't like that idea for me, or
for any female student. I meet my professors so that they will know that I intend to be
successful in their class, not for any other reason. Besides, I believe being successful
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entails more than just meeting your instructors. It also includes studying, being focused,
going to class, not procrastinating, and being in an environment conducive to learning.
To me staying on the East side o f campus meant being in that type of
environment. It is quieter on this side o f campus (East), and that helps with studying.
Also, staying here meant that I would be surrounded by more students who were good in
high school and/or students who are doing well here, than if I stayed on the other side o f
campus. On the west side o f campus is where most o f the freshmen stay, it is noisier,
and when I came for spring testing I heard many negative things about it and Graham
Dorm. It is where most o f the Black freshmen are assigned. So, it is like they throw
most o f the Black people on that side o f the campus because there are more Whites on
this side. O f course, I was assigned to Graham at first, but my mom wrote letters and I
eventually got moved to another dorm. My mom asked why more Blacks are assigned
to Graham or the West side o f campus, and she was told that it is because most African
American students turn in their housing applications late. But I had not, and they still
assigned me to Graham. The dorm incident makes me think about the environmental
climate here.
I have not received any negativity from my professors, but I have from my peers.
I am majoring in bio-chemistry which is a part o f basic sciences, and there are times
when I can sense from the way they look at me that they are thinking—oh, well she is
Black and she is probably not up to par. That motivates me; it is another reason why I
feel I have to do well.
Still, there is definitely a chilly climate in the area o f academic counseling for
basic sciences. Sometimes I feel uneasy when I go into the office for help with
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scheduling courses. They are very impersonal, and usually I have a lot o f questions,
which seems to bother them. As a result, this makes me ask other people for assistance,
like other students. However, there are times when I just go back to the counselors even
though I know it seems like they get tired o f me or may think that I am taking too long,
but that is ok because I have to get the answers I need.
In fact, just the other day, I had a problem with them (academic counselors). I
get to schedule classes a week earlier, since I am in the honor's college. Yet, when I
went for advising there was a big sign up stating, only seniors or graduate students
would be advised that week. This made me angry because I could schedule but I could
not be advised. Therefore, I had to be advised by the honor's college, which is not the
department that will be awarding my degree.
Still there are positive things going on at LSU, which are helpful to me as an
African American student. They do sponsor the summer scholars program, which got
me six hours and introduced me to the university. Also because o f the summer scholars
program I made some friends, and then, there is the LAMP Program (Louisiana Alliance
for Minority Participation), which is statewide. Yet, it is good that LSU supports that
type o f program, especially since participating in LAMP allowed me to play an active
part in conducting actual research. If I had attended a smaller university, I don't think I
would have had that opportunity. Remember I want to go to medical school, so
participation in LAMP should be beneficial later on.
In addition, over the years I have also encountered some very interesting
professors. My favorites here are a Spanish professor and a teaching assistant for micro
lab. My Spanish professor is from overseas and she kept our attention partly because
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she is a little younger than many o f the other professors here which perhaps makes it
easier for her to identify or relate to our younger culture. I really enjoyed her class.
Now, the microbiology lab-teaching assistant was easy to talk to; therefore, I could talk
to her about class and personal things. Additionally, I also learned a lot from the class
because I learned how to identify things growing in the human body, and how to make
different germ cultures. After that class I changed my major from biochemistry to
microbiology.
Just as microbiology impressed me and changed some things in my life so did
my worst experience. I can still remember how hurt— how horrible I felt when I made a
C. During my freshmen year I had a C in chemistry. I had wanted to drop it but the
counselor said it did not make sense to get a W in a class I had a C in. So I kept the
class, but it hurt my heart that I had to make a C in a class. Still, things have balanced
out because during my second year I received sophomore honor distinction (Smile).
I am glad that I chose to come to here even though at first it was because they
offered me more scholarship money than any other university did. At the time, I did not
know then but I know now that LSU is a Research I university and that is a big deal.
Plus, it is not too close to home or too far away; it is only a four-hour drive. Also, there
are numerous campus organizations to join and become an active member o f which has
helped me not to feel homesick. I am a part o f organizations for Black people like the
NAACP, and the Pre-Med Black organization. I am also a member o f some mostly
White organizations. And sometimes when I join a White group, I am the only Black
member. It is worse when I don’t know at least one White person in that org an ization
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because usually I will hang with that one. Being involved has helped, because—it does
not feel lonesome anymore. Groups and friends can help with the loneliness.
Recently one o f the nicest things happened since I have been here, a White friend
o f mine was in my room and she used my comb without even thinking about it. It just
made me feel good—real good. I know that some White people are really funny about
our hair because of the oils and would never use a comb o f ours. I can't really explain
how I appreciated that gesture, but it was like she was saying, “it is no big deal”. It was
acceptance. Uh huh, yeah—acceptance.
Even with all o f the positives and negatives, LSU in some ways is like the real
world. The world is not all Black or all White. Whenever you go to work, especially if
you live in Louisiana, you will have to probably work in an environment similar to the
one at LSU. Therefore, I would tell anyone—any African American student here or who
is thinking about coming here, that you cannot be offended if you run across something
that you do not like. For example on game days, I see White students riding around with
rebel flags. To that, I would say don't let the actions o f one person or a group o f people
turn you off to the whole university. There are ignorant people everywhere. You cannot
let your feelings be shaped and molded by the actions o f a few people. Be sure o f who
you are and what you want. You can accomplish your goals here. Ignore the chilly
climate and fight it by succeeding. When you succeed you smash every thing that racist
Whites may be thinking—the stereotypical thoughts are smashed. When you succeed
you destroy the negatives. You can succeed. You can accomplish and achieve here, at
LSU.
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Rita is a junior majoring in microbiology with a cumulative grade point
average of 3.434 and a projected graduation date of May 2000. She graduated from
high school with a 3.82 grade point average and an ACT composite o f 29.
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CHAPTER VI
CASEY
I grew up in a single parent household for most o f my life. I am a product o f an
out-of-wedlock relationship. My mother was eighteen when she had me; however, when
I was two she married the man I consider my father to this day. They had two children,
whom I call my brother and my sister, even though society would call them my
stepbrother and stepsister. My mom and my dad divorced when I was in the fifth grade.
So, it has been just the four o f us—just making it. We are a pretty strong family; we are
close-knit and each other's support.
A lot o f successes or highs in my life I can attribute to my mom because she
wants to see me make it better than she has. She would be at the PTA meetings, Boy
Scouts, baseball games, and all that stuff. Whenever 1 have been up for something or
had some type o f ceremony to attend, my mom would always be there. In high school
she was always there, cheering me on. My mom has always been supportive of my
efforts.
Even though my mom has basically reared us alone, we still have been able to
mostly live in a working class neighborhood, probably middle class. Things were never
so bad that we did not know where our next meal was coming from, but at times things
were pretty turbulent. Really, it was the conditions surrounding my life that were
tumultuous. Sociologists would say that my background and where I lived would
condemn me to a life o f hardship. As some people would say, I did not get off to a good
start. It was pretty tough being bom to a single mother and not knowing who my father
was until the 10,h grade—it was tough. You see, my mom wouldn't discuss who my
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father was until then. Even though I tried, she just would not discuss it for a long time.
I would not recommend that to anybody. Still, to this day because o f that, I keep a lot o f
things in.
Although my mom and I have talked about everything and it all seems to have
worked out for a better future, it was very hard the first couple o f years after I found out.
Now, we have a closer relationship (my mom and I)—we are closer as a family, we are
there for each other.
My little brother, who is now 17, will call me up sometimes and say "Dog, this
girl likes me—what should I do?" (Laughter) He will ask me for advice about things
like that and, o f course, I have been pressuring him about taking the ACT, especially
since I found out about TOPS. Hey, he can go to college for free! But I think he is
considering going out o f state. Whereas, my younger sister says she wants to be a
doctor and a lawyer. (Laughter) I think she has been watching too many Cosby
episodes. Still, I will support both o f them in whatever they decide to do.
After all, my mom helped me to decide which college I would attend. I was
accepted to three, but the final decision was mine. I decided to come here because
during the fall o f my senior year there was a college fair and I picked up an information
packet from LSU. Also, I talked with the recruiter about my area o f interest and my
intended college major, political science. The recruiter put me in contact with one o f the
faculty advisors in political science, and we communicated for several months. This
helped to move LSU to the top o f my perspective university list. Since I knew a face
with the recruiter and a voice with the professor, I felt more connected with LSU than
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with any other university that I was considering. Besides, all o f the others were out o f
state.
Additionally, I figured with the state capital being right down the street, that it
would be great for my major, and since my mother knew someone who knew one o f the
Black administrators here that was a plus. Also, the administrator called my mom and
me, and he was very cordial to both o f us. So, I knew if I needed help, I could always
go to his office. Besides the university is not too close to home (New Orleans), which
means my mom would not be able to just pop in to check on me, but when I would need
to go home, it would not be too far. So, I picked this university.
Since I have been here, I have become aware o f several things. I have noticed
that there are very few African American professors and administrators. We only had
one high ranking administrator and since he retired, we now have one dean and a couple
o f counselors. At the faculty level it is ridiculous—there are so few Black faculty
members until it is just plain ridiculous. Sometimes we (Black students) get in debates
with White students and they say well, “ We still have to study.” However, they do not
have to wonder if that teacher is a racist because most o f the time, they are seeing a
teacher who looks like them. I believe it is important that the needs o f different students
are addressed. Often the issue for African American students who are here is one of—
wanting to feel welcome—wanting to feel comfortable—wanting a warmer
environmental climate.
Ail o f this adds to my belief that there is a need for more support networks for
Black students. Honestly, I don't think that the support networks here are well
established for Blacks. Even though some White students may argue that they don't
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have established support networks either, but to that I say, “We live in a White society,
so the support networks are already here for them.” Besides, I think that budding
support networks for African Americans would help with retention, especially since it is
an issue that needs to be addressed. Just giving all students, especially African
American ones, the idea that they belong here—that they are wanted here, would help. I
believe if more university faculty showed that they are genuinely interested in African
American students and our progress, it would make a positive difference.
Of course, there are a few things in place. We do have the African American
Cultural Center and the NAACP (National Association for the Advancement o f Colored
People), which has helped. Both organizations are trying to establish some peer groups
to build support networks for us. However, if the university would establish or assist
with developing a mentoring program for lower classmen with upper classmen, it would
be great. So, yes, the university could do much more.
On the other hand, there are some people who do make African American
students feel wanted here. For example, one o f my favorite professors is from the
political science department. He teaches Louisiana and Southern politics and we agree
on a lot o f ideological issues; and he is a really good teacher who takes time with his
students. He has regular office hours, but he will meet with you outside o f the office or
at other times, if it is necessary. Also, he has one class meeting where you (the class)
meet at his house and he cooks red beans for the group. This allows you to eat, have a
little fun, and relieve some o f the stress o f school. Also, this semester I have a professor
o f political theory and his lectures are so captivating until I think many students would
be willing to remain after class just to listen to him talk, at least I know I would. You
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can feel his commitment to education and to his students by the way he lectures and
treats us.
O f course, I cannot forget my politics o f the developing areas professor, who just
happens to be Black. Naturally there would be some interest between us because we
share the same race; however, my interest goes beyond that. He is a great teacher; he is
tough, but he is fair. He definitely expects a lot o f his students, but he seems to make
you want to go that extra mile. I made an A in his international law class, and I am
definitely thankful for that— it was hard-hard work.
Now, this university is challenging, but so was my high school. Quite honestly,
most o f the concepts in many o f my classes, I had seen before. I must say that,
demographically, my high school was different from my background and the way 1 grew
up. Most o f my grade and middle school years were spent at predominantly Black
schools, but my high school was different because it was predominantly White. Even
though it was a public inner city school in New Orleans, it had a magnet program and
most o f the students came from middle class backgrounds. So, in those aspects I don't
think it was representative o f the schools in New Orleans.
Academically speaking, my high school prepared me very well, which is part o f
the reason I am able to succeed here. I remember in high school that I loved to play
sports. One grading period I had allowed my grades to slip a little; I had slacked up.
Well, one o f my teachers told me that if I did not bring up my grades, she would tell the
coach not to play me in the next game. So I studied and brought my grades up. My high
school and many o f my secondary teachers were very interested in me succeeding,
which made the educational transition here relatively easy.
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Even though it prepared me academically, it did not prepare me for the social
aspect o f college. 1 thought that since this university was predominantly White, like my
high school, there would not be any big tense situations and that everyone would
basically hang out in the same places. As a freshman you may think, well the racial
makeup is the same as that o f your high school, so the social climate should be the same.
If you do, then honestly you are in for a rude awakening because most o f the time the
White and Black students do not associate or socialize with each other. Even some of
the White students I went to high school with have changed; they are no longer friendly.
The environmental climate is definitely different from what I expected.
StilL, I think my high school experience helped to prepare me to deal with some o f
the shock o f attending a large predominantly White university. Even though I went to a
predominantly White high school, coming to here was still a great shock. However, it
would probably have been 10 or 100 times worse if my high school had not been similar
in racial make-up. During high school as you get older, mature, and begin to think
independently, you may decide that you are ready for an experience like this university.
Then you enter here and your whole world is turned upside down during the course of
your first semester. That is what happened to me.
I will never forget this incident that occurred during my freshmen year. When I
was a freshman living in the dorm, one o f my suite mates received a call that changed
some things for me. I lived with two White guys and one Black guy, and one day a call
came in for one of the White guys. When I answered the phone the caller asked, "Who
is this?" So, I asked who he was and we went back and forth and finally I said this is
Casey. I guess he could tell I was Black from my name, because then he said why don't
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you go to Southern where you belong. After that comment, he started spitting racial
slurs, and I became incensed. O f course at this point, I also used some pretty bad words
and said some bad things to him. For the first time in my life I was so angry that if I had
access to something that I could have done some bodily harm with, I probably would
have hurt him. I told him this and dared him to come to the dorm and tell me that stuff
to my face. Now, it is not like I never faced racial problems while I was growing up in
New Orleans, but I always had my mom and my grandmother for support. We always
coped with things together. However, on that day I was by myself here, and it was like I
was on an island without my support network o f family. At that moment, 1 felt so alone
and so angry.
After that I refused to talk to the suite mate whom the guy had called for, because
I figured that if he hung around with people who think like that, than he probably thinks
like that also. Still, I did tell his roommate (the other White suite mate) what had
occurred, and he told him about it. He became very angry at the guy who was a
fraternity brother o f his, and he took it up with the president o f the fraternity, who
apologized on behalf of the fraternity. Also, I think they reprimanded the guy.
Therefore, some positive things did come out o f the experience.
Still, I know hostility is definitely present on campus, but it is not overly hostile.
At least in my perception, it is not. Still, you will experience feelings o f being unwanted
and unwelcome. I think a lot o f it is institutionalized—it is the way they (Whites) were
brought up. In a lot o f ways that is the way it is in the South and especially here in
Louisiana, which is why it occurs on this campus.
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Sometimes the university itself makes you feel unwelcome. They recruit African
Americans because supposedly they want to move towards diversity. It makes you
wonder about their commitment to diversity when issues like African American students
being concerned about a room in the union being named the Plantation room, is taken
lightly. The issue o f the Plantation Room was brought to the attention o f the
administration, who seemingly avoided dealing with the situation. They made lame
comments about their own heritage and the things they had or have to deal with because
o f it. Their argument is totally different from the one we as African Americans have
with the term plantation, Louisiana, and the South. Their reaction shows that perhaps
they are not as sincere about diversity as they say they are.
This reinforces my belief that it is very important for all Black students to become
and remain abreast o f decisions and changes that ultimately may affect them.
Therefore, being involved is important as it helps you to be aware o f campus issues,
concerns, and changes. I think being involved helps to remind me o f the history that is
here. I am proud to be an African American student on this campus because I know, as
far as history is concerned, that not too long ago we could attend this university. It is
like the cold water in the morning when you take a shower. Sometimes you have to
remind yourself o f where you are. You must use that history not as a detriment but to
help you succeed. Use it to help give you that drive that you need to succeed, because
there are a lot o f people who would love to say, "Look at the statistics—see we told you
that they (African Americans) would not do well."
Whenever I enter A. P. Tureaud, it reminds me o f where I am. He was the person
who led the fight to integrate this university, so he paved the way for me. In a way, I am
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trying to make him proud and everybody else who fought back in Mississippi and
Alabama for students like me to be able to attend any university they choose. I could
have gone somewhere else, but the point o f the matter is we have choices, and we are
not to be told that we can only go to certain places.
Even though I have always been very aware o f racial issues, I found that 1 was
lacking in the area o f gender issues. Therefore, a couple o f years ago I took a women
and gender studies course and it was an awakening moment for me. We look at a lot o f
issues based upon race, but then we don't look at them based upon gender. So, I left that
class saying that when you talk about fighting injustice you cannot just talk about race,
you must also talk about class and gender. It is still a man's world, and while I don’t
have skin privilege, in a lot o f situations, I may have gender privilege. So, it is
something that I need to work through, to make certain that I am doing things that are
righteous for all—including women. While it is probably an issue that I am less aware
of. I am definitely working on it.
Not only did I have to become more aware o f gender issues, but I also had to
become more aware o f my academics. My best friend has helped me in my desire to
become more academically achieving. She is the person I have been dating for the last
few years, and she is definitely into being academically successful. Since we are both
very involved in organizations and other projects we seem only to get to spend time
together while we are studying. Our studying together has worked out well because we
motivate each other academically and otherwise.
Honestly, a couple o f years ago I thought o f myself as a slacker. (Laughter) The
reason I say that is because the first couple o f years, I was satisfied with a B. Even then,
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I did go to class and that did help because I have an ok grade point average. Still it
could have been better. Therefore, the last couple o f years I decided that B's were not
acceptable, and that I needed to make A's because I can and, also because I want to get
into a decent law school. Lately, I have really put my nose to the grindstone, so to
speak.
I realized that, after being here for a year or two, when I leave this place it is
going to be the beginning o f the rest o f my life. So, it has been personal. I want things
to look forward to. I don't want to hate to wake up simply because I don't want to go to
my job—I want options. I decided I had better get off o f my butt and start doing things
to live a pretty good life. I concluded that B's were no longer acceptable and this made
me become a bit more rigorous in preparing for my classes. Also, I stopped
procrastinating and in order to get some political science experience I actively pursued
an internship that would take me to Washington, D. C. I received the internship and did
it for two summers. The experience was wonderful and very educational. Next, I tried
to learn as much as I could outside o f the classroom by attending as many seminars as
possible. I try to keep my eyes open for opportunities; I am now more pro-active.
Still, when 1 think o f how I have become more academically successful, I believe
it is because I am determined. I am determined to achieve. I don’t think I am the
smartest person in the world, but I am dedicated and diligent. You have to work hard; it
is just plain hard work. I am not up to the standards that I had hoped to be at four years
ago, but I have improved over the past few semesters. My success formula has been
going to class everyday, getting to know my professors, and asking questions in class. It
is important that Black students are not afraid to ask questions. Sometimes in a large
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class you may feel afraid to ask a question or feel that your question is dumb, but I have
found that it is true, there are no dumb questions. Also, if you have a problem, bug that
teacher, go to his office, ask questions—get the help you need. Most o f the time the
instructors will not consider that bugging, because after all they are only doing their job.
Remember to do the things that you need to do both inside and outside o f the
classroom to prepare for each class. Studying is definitely a big part o f being successful.
Always try to make sure that you are mentally prepared for each class meeting, 1 sure
do. Finally, get to know people in the class with you because having contacts within the
class can be a major advantage. For example, one day you may be absent from class or
you may miss an important point during a lecture, but if you have a classmate or two
that you communicate with, you can always call them for help and vice-versa. It is good
to have an academic friend or two.
On the other hand, I am very independent and I don't like group projects or study
groups. This surprises many people because when I get on my soap box, I speak out
about believing that this university is a community and we should be working together.
It is just that 1 feel that there is no challenge that I cannot conquer, but sometimes I
know I have to go for help. It is just that I can't let anything get the best o f me; however,
if I need assistance in dealing with something then I will get the help I need. Still it is a
last resort, it is when I just can't go any further on my own.
Perhaps my independence comes from being involved in the Boy Scouts, science
groups, young astronauts, and playing sports. Those things helped me to learn and to
exercise different components o f my brain. Also, I had the Key Club, which taught me
the value o f giving back and being supportive o f others, just like my church is
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supportive o f me. For example, my church puts many o f the things that I have done in
the newsletter and this serves as positive reinforcement. It also shows me that there are
other people who are expecting good things from me. So, in a way I know that if I don't
achieve at a certain level I would not only let my family and myself down, but also my
church family. Even though I know that to them I am already a success, I still try to
always keep in mind that they are pulling for me and are expecting big things o f me.
Perhaps, that is why I was so thrilled when I received an award and scholarship at
one o f the annual programs held here on this campus. This was definitely my most
memorable experience, especially because my peers, as well as the faculty members
recognized me. I still remember the clapping and cheering. It was great. For a long
time I have admired the work o f the humanitarian whom the award was named after, and
receiving it has added a new responsibility to my life. That award and the name of that
award will follow me forever. The plaque still hangs on my wall, and now I am
motivated even more than before to succeed.
While I believe there are many things that are a part o f my academic success, I
still feel it is important to just be involved, to be involved in a variety o f activities.
Presently, I have a part-time job that I go to every week day afternoon for about four
hours, and I am a member o f several organizations. Even though I believe being
actively involved in organizations can help you to succeed, they can take up a lot of your
time especially since some o f them meet biweekly. During my sophomore year I was
vice-president o f the resident hall association, and that took up a lot o f time because we
had to basically keep up with the concerns o f all o f the residents on campus. In addition,
we had to meet with the housing administrators to discuss various issues. I am also a
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member o f a new community service organization; and because we are still growing, we
felt we needed to meet every two weeks. Oh yeah, I am also an ambassador for the
university. It seems as if we (ambassadors) always have something to do like selecting
new ambassadors, participating in orientation, or peer advising. In fact, I just got out of
a meeting for ambassadors before I came to meet with you because we are about to go
on recruiting trips with the admission counselors. I enjoy helping with recruiting
because 1 chose this university based upon an admission counselor’s recruiting efforts.
Now. most o f my positive experiences have been with professors in my
department. Still, I am sure that there are other encouraging professors on this campus.
However, my experiences with many o f the people who are supposed to advise us has
not been as pleasant nor as productive. Once I was advised incorrectly. Thank goodness
I noticed the mistake and corrected it. From that point on I took it upon myself to chartout my classes and the order I would take them. I learned to handle the area o f academic
advising for myself.
Although you may have to figure certain things out for yourself and you may
have to deal with racial issues, however, there are many assets if you chose to come
here. I am a strong advocate o f technology and feel that the fee is great because we now
have modem access in the dorm rooms which gives you high speed internet use. It is
also set up that way in the library. I have been exposed to many things, some good and
some bad, but you take your lumps and go on. That is something that this university has
taught me. In my mind, being here is like being in a microcosm o f the real world. As in
the real world, you have conflicts among people and among groups but you have to try
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to work those things out. This university will provide the books and the teachers, but it
is up to each student to go get it and to deal with it.
Casey is a senior majoring in Political Science with a cumulative grade point
average of 3.295 and he graduated in December of 1998. He graduated from high
school with a 2.956 and an ACT composite o f 22.
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CHAPTER VII
CALVIN
Whew, I was bad—I was so bad. I don't know what attributed to it, but as a
teenager I was bad. Perhaps, it started because I had access to most things since I had
transportation. My motorcycle allowed me to go wherever I wanted to go. You know, at
that time the things teens got into were mostly smoking and drinking, which I did my
share of. Also, I got involved with ahh—I don't know what you would—uhh—I don't
know what you would call it, but I would sell “hot stuff’.
I was like a fence—I am guessing I was fencing. People would steal something
and then bring it to me for me to sell it. Everybody knew they could buy things from
me. so they would come and see what I had to sell. For example, someone might have
something to sell and would want a hundred bucks for it; I would sell the item for $125
or $150. So. I would give them the hundred that they wanted and keep the profit o f $25
or $50. Yeah, I probably also did a little stealing myself in high school.
At the time my high school was a typical inner city public school that was
integrated. Still, it was a majority Black school because most o f the Whites had left due
to integration. However, it was a nice school; it was well taken care o f and very modem.
It was different; it was underground. Yeah (smile), when they built it they pushed dirt
over three o f the walls and on top o f it. As a result, when you look at it, all you see is a
tunnel going into the ground and then a grassy hill over it. (Smile) In other words, when
you walk on the hill you are basically walking on the roof of the school. (Laughter)
Since it was very modem it should have better prepared me to handle some o f the
college subjects that I have been faced with. Still, I don't think I got a really good
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background in high school. Now, as far as science is concerned, my preparation during
high school was particularly good. Perhaps it was because science was always a
childhood interest o f mine and accordingly, I tended to focus on a lot o f the science
things. Therefore, I devoted less time to math and English, as they were just not as
interesting to me. However, to have a well-rounded educational background I should
have focused on all o f my subjects. I wish my teachers had made me pay more attention
to my other subjects.
Even though I feel I was cheated out o f a quality secondary education, I know it
was partly my fault, especially since I used to get into situations that ended with me
having in-school suspension. I remember that I did not get them (in school suspensions)
a lot, but I did get them often enough, and it was for things like cutting class, smoking,
etc. However, when you are in an in-school suspension you are excluded from the rest
o f the students. You are in a room with a teacher, your assignments, your books, and the
other suspended students. Your task is to complete your assignments for that day
because you are not allowed to just sit and do nothing. It is up to you to learn the lessons
you would be learning in class just as if you had not been suspended.
The effect o f having to attend in-school suspensions has influenced how I
approach difficult material. I would do my science class work first. Subsequently, I
would end-up spending most o f my time doing the science assignments. Therefore,
when it came to the other assignments I really I would just blow through them. Yet, I
would spend a lot o f time on science, just trying to figure stuff out. I would really enjoy
working the science problems and then, when the answers were sent, I could hardly wait
to check my work. If any o f my answers were wrong, I would try to figure out why they
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were incorrect. For me, independent learning is the best way to learn and it started with
in-school suspensions.
If I could do well in science on my own, then I could have done well in my other
subjects with a little pressure. I wish some o f my teachers had insisted that I did a better
job with my other schoolwork, especially math. Perhaps if someone in high school had
made sure that I learned math than I would not have been required to take remedial math
in college. O f course, I could do algebra and other types o f math, but I never really
learned it. Naturally, my poor math preparation came back to haunt me in college. I was
behind in math, but not anymore. Now, I am up to speed.
To get up to standard, I had to sit down and teach myself what I had missed. For
me, it turned out to be remedial math here and at the university in my home state, which
I attended my freshmen year. This occurred because remedial courses do not transfer.
Therefore, the second time around, remedial math was a very easy thing to do because I
had already learned it at the first university I attended. Still, in order to fully understand
math I had to leam the concepts before trying to solve any problems, which really helped
me with college algebra and trigonometry. Once I made sure I understood things (the
math concepts) instead o f just doing the problems by plugging in numbers, math became
much easier to comprehend. For me, math has been all about self-teaching since I did
not prepare as I should have during high school.
Sure I know the lack o f adequate preparation in math probably stemmed from my
concentration on science and little else. Ever since childhood, I have loved science and
my interest has continued and grown over the years. In December, I will be graduating
with a major in Dairy and Poultry Science and a minor in Chemistry. Afterwards I
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intend to move back home and complete my second major in Zoology by May o f the
next year. So, the change I sought by coming here has happened—I am on my way.
The big change, I think occurred during my first year in college when I was
attending a university in my home state. You know, I was still in the same mode as
when I was in high school. During my freshman year o f college I was surrounded by
many o f the same people, former high school classmates. At the end o f that year my
grade point average was a C. Basically I hung around six people who I called the
“clique”. However, we also called ourselves the “TP's”—true players. Just to give you
an idea o f our mentality, we would party all o f the time and we each would date woman
after woman. O f the group, I think only one besides me is still in college. Some o f them
had to drop out because of bad grades or for financial reasons, but most o f them did not
maintain that college mind set. They ended up branching off into some other things,
illegal things. I could see it coming, especially since I was on that same course.
A week from today in 1994, on Memorial Day, I was arrested for theft. I was in
the parking lot o f one of the dorms at the first university I attended, and I noticed some
material in the back o f a car that I could make some easy selling. Since the car was not a
hard one to break into; therefore, I decided to go for it. However, it ended up being a
little more difficult to burglarize than I expected. So, I said forget it, I decided it was not
worth the trouble. Now, the whole time I was attempting to break into the car I was
being watched by somebody on the roof o f one o f the dorms. Yet, I was never—I was
never charged because I never stole anything, which is why I was finally charged with
only having an instrument o f crime, a coat hanger. Therefore, it never went on my record
because I actually never broke into the car. Still, it was kind o f embarrassing.
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I can’t believe I am telling you this; you are the only person whom I have told
about this incident. I never even told my mother. Nooo!!—I never told her. Even to
this day she does not know anything happened. My mom is real stem and even though I
have done some questionable things, you know, I’ve always been afraid o f getting
caught, not o f doing wrong things but o f getting caught. My mom has been no nonsense.
So, I won't do anything beyond what she says, if I think I will get caught (Laughter).
She really has worked hard for us.
I grew up in a single parent home and my mother worked for the state. For that
reason she spent a lot o f time traveling. Her job meant being on a lot o f committees and
often she was gone during my childhood. My father died o f cirrhosis o f the liver when I
was three years old, so I grew up without a father figure. I don't know why, but well, I
think it was genetic because he was an alcoholic. When I look at his side o f the family, I
can just point out the alcoholics. So, I can definitely say it is a genetic thing.
My mom did a great job o f raising the three o f us. My brother who is four years
older than me just graduated from Vanderbilt University’s Law School. He has passed
the bar, so he is ready to start practicing law. My sister who is two years older than me
is married, teaching math and is working on her masters degree. It was a good family
and we had to work together as a family unit.
Since my mom was gone a lot, she had help from my grandmother who lived
with us, and who tried to supervise us in my mom's absence. My grandmother was very
overweight, had knee problems, and other health problems, so she could not get around
easily. Perhaps that allowed me to do whatever I wanted to do, which is why I often
landed in trouble. By the time I started my junior year in high school, my sister and
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brother were both in college and 1 was getting into trouble. When my mom was out o f
town because o f her job, it was just grandmother and me. As a result, I had to make sure
dinner was cooked and that my grandmother was fed. Then I would get on my
motorcycle and go wherever I wanted to and do whatever I wanted to. That is how it
started and it ended with the attempted car break in.
Alter the car incident I just got tired o f being average. I didn't like the fact that I
had C's. It finally dawned on me that, what you do with your education and who you
are, is reflected in how well you do in college. Your grades are important to your future,
and besides I want to become a doctor. Finally, I begin to think about the fact that
medical schools will only have my grades and a few test scores to determine my entrance
status. Those things will determine whether or not I will be able to continue with my
dream. That curtailed everything. Right then I knew that I no longer wanted to be a part
o f the negative activities, at last I was ready to grow up.
It would be easy for me to place the blame on my childhood for my bad behavior,
but it just was not so. Often, as a child, I did not have a bed or bedroom until my sister
went to college. We had a three-bedroom house, which meant my mom, my brother, and
my grandmother had a bedroom. My sister would either sleep with my mom, my
grandmother, or on the floor. My brother and I did have bunk beds in his room, but
when he left for college, my sister got the bedroom. So, I just basically floated around
%

and slept mostly on the couch or the floor. Also, as a 15 year old I became responsible
for getting meals for my grandmother and for myself. In addition, I was expected to
behave and not get into trouble. Yet, that is when I started doing the wrong—the bad
things.

103

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

Anyway all o f this has made me very independent. I stick to myself. If I have a
problem then I will try to fix it myself. I do things on my own. When I was growing up
my mom could not be around much because o f her job. However, now she would like
for us to be able to talk and to be closer. I don't really talk to her. I never tell her things.
Maybe it is because when I was growing up she was often gone because o f her job.
Sure, I know she had to work very hard to take care o f the three o f us. Since I had to be
independent in some ways as a child, I learned to handle things on my own. I just have
to handle things myself. Still, my mom and her brothers have tried to be there for me.
Yet, it was up to me to grow up and move beyond the bad behavior. Yeah, I was ready
to grow up when I decided to transfer to LSU. It was time for me to grow up.
Finally, I decided to come to here. I believe fate brought me to this university. I
did not learn about this college until I started attending college in my home state. At that
time I saw an article about the university and also because of television exposure about
sports I learned a little more about the university. The article was called “The Areas
Surrounding Louisiana State University—A Hunter's Paradise”. At that time I used to
like fishing, and since I am a big nature person I decided to transfer here. I guess it was
a combination o f things or just fate.
After I decided that I would transfer to this university, one o f my uncles had a
talk with me. My mother's brothers have always tried to help by being a father figure to
me. Therefore, my uncle felt we needed to discuss my decision to transfer to an out-ofstate university. He told me that if I was going to continue making C's than I should
remain at the local in-state university. He said, "You are not going there to make C's."
He continued by saying, "You can make C's here and save yourself quite a bit o f money
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in the process." I saw a lot of logic in that, so when I transferred, grades became a
priority. Not that I see A's as my goal. I go into every class just to learn—yes, to learn.
I think how well I learn the material is reflected in the feet of whether or not I get an A
or B. So, I am not shallow—got to have an A or got to have a B, no that is not me.
However it comes out is how it comes out. Still, the majority o f the time it turns out
pretty good. (Smile) Remember I entered this university with a C average (2. 4 grade
point average), but now I have approximately a 3.4 overall grade point average.
Yes, when I entered this school I most definitely decided that I would be
academically successful. I am pretty intense when it comes to studying and learning. It
is just that when I start something there is a point when I feel comfortable with the
material. By intensity I mean I study with intensity until I reach that level o f comfort.
At that level I feel like either 1 can take a test and do well on it or I can knowledgeably
discuss the material. In addition, by being intense I mean that I try to be well-rounded
and do everything at an acceptable standard. This means that I should be able to
effectively explain what I have learned to someone else. When I can do that then I know
that I have learned the subject matter and reached my acceptable standard. Perhaps it is
because I enjoy learning or because I just got tired o f being average that I have become
so intense about my education. O f course, it has helped that complicated things
challenge and please me. The fact that academics is a challenge and is enjoyable to me
makes me academically firm. In other words, I try to maintain at all times a mental
toughness towards it.
Yet, I know that in some ways I am smart. Modestly speaking I am smart
because some things come easy to me. I feel being smart is based solely on the fact that
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I can do some things that other people don't do or don't really see as well as I can. For
example, I like chemistry, especially the organic chemistries. I can just effortlessly do
science things. I can just do them. While high level science courses may be difficult for
most people, they are a breeze for me. So, in that sense I would say, yeah, I am smart.
However, determination is a big part o f my academic achievement.
Most o f all I believe I am determined. Determination is the sole thing that is
driving me right now. I am just determined—determined to achieve. In my mind, I will
do whatever it takes to get me where I want to be academically. In order to reach my
goals I will study as long and as hard as I have to. I am determined to do it. I want to be
a doctor. Therefore, medical school is my next goal. Determination will definitely get
me there more so than being smart.
Also, when I look around at fellow students it is a motivational thing. I observe
my classmates in order to try to judge where I am academically among the crowd. I
don't like the idea o f being at or near the bottom. So, the crowd somewhat influences my
grades. I just know that the crowd motivates me to better or to definitely do my best. If
there is a group in a course who is doing poorly, then I certainly don't want to be
anywhere near them. On the other hand, I definitely want to at least keep up with the
group who is doing well. I try to maintain my best academic level at all times, even
when dealing with obstacles.
Sure there have been obstacles here. However, I must remain determined to
succeed. I get this total vibe (feeling) that if you are a minority at LSU, than you should
only associate with minorities. Now, it is important to be friends with people in your
race because you do face a lot o f animosity here—everywhere on this campus. For
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instance, my White peers expect me to be some ebonic speaking, non-academic, illiterate
type o f person. They seem to want to stereotype me. I can sense this from the way the
Whites seem to view me based upon the way they talk to me. For example, sometimes
in class you may have overheard White students discussing internships. So, you ask for
some information about the internship and usually you are given a quick answer.
Usually it is a shorter version than the one you just heard them give to a White
classmate. It is always just a little less information. The attitude is one o f talk fast so
that I can get you out o f my face.
The same thing happens to me when I walk into many o f the offices around
campus, especially in Basic Science. I get the same vibe. I know for a fact, that I have
gone into Basic Sciences for advising and gotten less information and assistance.
Usually it is crowded and you must wait to see a counselor. However, while you are
waiting you are often able to hear what the counselors and the students they are advising
are discussing. Most o f the time we all have the same or similar questions because we
are on the same route—trying to get into medical school. Still, when it comes to the
same or similar questions, I don't always get similar or the same answers from the
counselors. I usually get something short o f what I just heard or a fast response, like
they don't want to deal with me.
At times, I just have to ask other people to try to get the information I need.
Sometimes I have to go to several sources to get as much information as may be
necessary to answer my question or questions. You know, I have learned not to depend
on one or two people for a particular answer because I have found that often they don't
always give you all o f the information that you need. Maybe they are not intentionally
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leaving out some o f the facts, but I do get the vibe that they just want to answer my
questions quickly and get me out o f their sight as fast as possible. It is like they don't
want to deal with African Americans. I think it is because o f stereotypical thoughts
about us, which may be fueling a fear o f violence from us. The kind o f thinking that
says, “Please do not blow up at me”.
Now, I have a definite contrast in how White students treat each other and how
they treat us, especially in the college o f Agriculture. Maybe it is because you are
dealing with the typical country boys from out back who are from some place like
Houma or Lost Hope, Louisiana. Usually they have never been around Blacks in an
educational setting or perhaps in any type o f setting. So, when they get together before
class or during agricultural club activities, I have heard racial remarks. Often the “N”
word is used. Even though the remarks were not said to my face, I was in hearing
distance. Worse still. I have heard racial remarks from people I would hang out with—
from people whom I have talked with, worked with, and socialized with because o f the
club. Those people who pretended to be friends turned out to be racists, and I have not
said too much to them and I will not ever again. I say as little as possible to them. I feel
that if they can use the “N” word then I don't want to be around them. To me, it does not
matter how it was used or what they were talking about. All I need to know is that I
heard it. It is just that I heard them say it.
On the other hand, my roommate is White and we are good friends. When I first
*

entered LSU my major was Animal Science with a Dairy Science concentration, which is
his major. So, we had many of our classes together. Through our classes we discovered
that we had many things in common. We like the same things. For example, we are
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both practical jokers, we both like animals, we try not to be judgmental o f others, we are
both real honest people, and we both like to take an occasional break from studying by
going out to dinner with a group of friends. We are good friends. I would say that he is
my best friend. (Smile)
Most pleasing is that I have found the instructors to be pretty receptive. The
instructors are great. (Smile) I like the instructors best o f all the things that are here.
Sometimes I think the administrators give off the same type o f vibe as the
advisors/counselors. But when it comes to the instructors, I just feel kind o f different.
They don't seem to give off negative vibes.
I have had several wonderful and favorite professors here. One o f the instructors
I have bonded with and truly enjoy his lectures and method o f teaching is my
Reproductive Physiology professor. He teaches at the veterinary school and he is very
famous. He is a Boyd Professor and is known for mixing sheep and goat cells. So, I am
sure you can imagine the type of attitude that comes with being a Boyd Professor. Take
that and multiply it by 30 and you have this professor. (Laugh) He has a cocky attitude
and a somewhat perverted sense of humor, which you have to have in order to go into the
field of reproductive physiology anyway. In class he was funny, but at the same time he
offended a lot o f people. (Smile) Yeah, he is one o f my favorite professors.
Now, one o f my Dairy Science instructors is another favorite professor o f mine.
He has become a personal friend. Someone I can talk to, complain to, and he will
complain back. (Laugh) So, we have developed a friendly relationship that started
because o f the courses I had with him. Sometimes you need a professor you can
complain to or just talk to.
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That is why I would say that my professors are my mentors. They definitely are.
Since I am really interested in scientific stuff, like genetics and molecular biology I also
have a particularly good relationship with those professors. It was natural for them to
become my mentors because they have influenced my development. My professors have
been a major influence in my academic pursuit. Because o f them I see that this is
possible— my educational goals are possible. My professors are important to my drive,
my motivation, and my ambition. Therefore, I look up to them because o f their abilities,
and I pattern myself after them. They are most definitely my mentors. Perhaps, because
o f our love o f science a bond has been formed.
Obviously, my favorite professors tend to be extremely intelligent and in the
science areas. However my favorite classes have been the ones that opened my eyes to
new things. I had a couple o f courses that I really liked; they totally stunned me. One in
particular was experimental statistics, and the professor used her own textbook to teach
the class. She has written this book that explains statistics from the simple Z test to
Tukey’s Methods. We covered everything in between in a matter o f a semester. It was
difficult, and once she showed us how it all worked, it was amazing. I really enjoyed
how responses are taken, how probabilities are determined, and how predictions are
made. It was an eye opener. (Smile) On the other hand, I enjoyed my organic chemistry
classes just as much. The joy came from learning the practical applications for
chemistry. Still, cell biology was amazing. Just learning how things work in cells was
great. I have had so many courses that I really loved, but my personal favorites are the
ones that made me totally aware of a subject. The ones that opened my eyes will always
be the ones that I will love.
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This leads me to believe that I have always had the potential to enjoy learning
and new challenges. It just never came out. I just never reached into it. It took many
situations for me to find it, pull it out and use it. Seemingly, I had to go through the
negatives during my last two years in high school and my freshman year in college at the
university in my home state. Those years were the crucial forces in changing my whole
attitude towards education. Now, when I look at myself, it is with a different view. I am
self-motivated and very determined. If I were not, I would have remained at the local
university. Surely by now I would have dropped out or be on academic probation.
College is amazing because you can go anywhere and do anything. Therefore
whatever you choose to do with it, it is up to you. I want to see things. I want to
experience different things. I just totally enjoy learning. There are so many directions
and pathways you can chose until it is almost unreal. You can study this or that. Learn a
little about some totally off the wall subject like basket weaving or Tai Chi. Can you
believe they have Tai Chi classes here? I just enjoy it all—I love being able to dive into
different cultures. I just like experiencing it all. I love to learn new things.
Besides learning, I want to make my parents proud o f me. You see my mom
remarried three years ago. I like my step dad and I have a lot o f respect for him. I was
glad that she had found someone whom she wanted to marry. So, I want to please both
of them. Also, I don't want to embarrass my family. My uncles, my parents, and my
siblings are all proud o f me. They want me to succeed and to go on to medical school.
Now, they are kind o f looking at me and waiting. So, I want to make them proud. I have
to be academically successful.

Ill

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

For me, I see achievement differently perhaps than many students. My goal is
my future. So, making good grades will help determine that future. When I look at
some of the students who are not successful, it is not like they are doing horribly. It is
just that they are doing well enough to stay in college and nothing more. However, when
it comes to getting a job, they are going to encounter obstacles. Possible employers will
look at their grade point average (GPA) as one measurement for potential. Your GPA
speaks volumes about what you did education-wise and what you will probably do as an
employee. It is all in the mentality. I just see myself differently from some o f the
students who are not successful.
There is more to college than just being academically successful, but I am not
into some o f the things that many college students are interested in. For example, there
is a home game today, but I know that I have a parasitology test on Monday. It is with
one of those professors who is old and a little senile. He forgets things like the
overheads in his office, and then he talks about them a little. Still, he expects you to
know everything that is on the transparencies even though he forgot to bring them to
class. (Smile) Also, he goes back over stuff he has covered because he forgets what
topics he has already lectured on. His tests are just the way his lectures are—screwed
up. So, you have to spend a lot of time putting things together note-wise and book-wise.
In addition, he likes to ask knit-picky questions. Therefore, I have to be ready for his
tests and must do some intense studying. I have to sacrifice the game. I know some
students would say, well I will have fun at the game and worry about studying on
tomorrow. I just cannot do that. I have to say forget the game and get as prepared as
possible for the test.

112

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

You know it is the same thing with parties. Most o f the time I am unable to
attend parties because my studies must come first. I am often invited to many o f the
Greek parties, even though I am not in a fraternity. Seemingly, here as a sign o f unity
the Black sororities and fraternities invite all African American students to their parties.
I think this occurs because the majority o f the students on campus are White, which acts
as a catalyst for togetherness for African American students. This allows us to come
together more easily or at least try to. It is perhaps to acknowledge that we, as Blacks,
are all in this together.
Although I believe that unity is the reason everyone who is an African American
is invited to the Black Greek parties, sometimes I don't get an invitation. (Smile) This is
a funny story. Often, I watch the individuals giving out the invitations checking me out.
1 think they have trouble figuring out my race. (Smile) I catch them kind of looking at
me out o f the comer o f their eyes. It is like they are saying, is he Black, Hispanic, White
or what the hell— and many times they will give me an invitation anyway. (Laughter)
My race, while sometimes I know people cannot tell what it is, has never really
been a hindrance. However, I think because I am not oriented to partying, it has been. I
don't go to many o f the parties that most o f the Black students go to. I prefer the bars
with pool tables, the casinos or Bourbon Street in New Orleans. I like things similar to
those. Even so, I will occasionally attend a fraternity or sorority party.

Usually when I

do go to a party, I am sized up because most o f the people at the party don't know that I
am Black. I think what has hindered me most is that I talk different because I am not
from Louisiana. I don't come from the same place as most o f the Black students here.
Most o f them are from New Orleans, and I am from Arkansas. (Smile) Therefore, when
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I make new friends at a party or on campus I have to go through a certain ritual. I have
to wait until they feel comfortable with me and they accept that I am Black. Then the
tension disappears, and the friendship can begin.
You have to remember that my major probably has something to do with why
many Black students wonder about my race. Since I am majoring in an agricultural
field, I very seldom encounter other African American students. So, they don't know
who 1 am. You know, not too many Blacks go into the area o f agriculture. Usually in
most of my classes I am the only Black. Plus, I have always worked in departments
considered non-traditional areas for Blacks. I believe that if I am going to work, then the
job has to be something that will increase my knowledge in my major. For example, I
worked for three years as an emergency veterinarian technician. The hours were
horrific, because you had to go in at 6 p.m. and not leave until 8 a.m. It was a live-in
position, so you could work 80 hours a week—you know just by living there. Some
nights I did not get any sleep because o f emergencies; however, there were nights when
there were no emergencies. So, there was a balance. I could study and work at the same
time I was learning medical stuff. That is why I survived the job for three years. (Smile)
Since it was challenging, I enjoyed it. Also, I had a lot o f responsibility, which has
helped to propel me into the health profession. It made me realize that while I do not
want to be a veterinarian, I definitely want to be a physician. Yeah, it started me leaning
towards human medicine. (Laughter)
Even though I am no longer interested in veterinary medicine, the experience I
acquired by being an emergency veterinarian technician has enabled me to find work
when I need to. Right now, I am working with the nutrition department. I help out by

114

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

pushing bags for a nutrition company that feeds animals. They are either trying to
determine the absorption or digestibility o f certain compounds. I say this because I go in
and put the nutrition in the outer kennel This means that I do not have to go into the
intestines. Still I have to do this every five minutes for several hours. Then, twelve to
twenty four hours later I return and collect the feces in bags and record the time. It is
only temporary, but I am learning from it. It has to do with science. So o f course, I am
enjoying it.
For me, it is all about overcoming challenges and being academically successful.
I try to maintain a certain balance between studying and entertainment, and then more
studying. Right now, my course load is only twelve hours and I am not working much,
but the class work is overwhelming. Seemingly, I am always taking a test or preparing
for one. In each course we are covering a substantial amount o f material; so I try to
maintain a certain balance all the way through. I study until I am comfortable with the
material that we have covered. If I am not comfortable with the material, then I will
spend a lot more time than usual on that subject. Now, if there is a test coming up— I get
even more intense with my studying for that particular course.
It is important that I get as much education and experience as possible to reach
my long-term goal o f becoming a doctor. I have started doing more volunteer work. I
believe that this is the perfect way for me to get more human health experience— more
medical experience. I have taken the MCAT (Medical Comprehensive Achievement
Test), and I did well on it. So, I will return home after I graduate in December, and I will
attend a university there to complete my second major. This will keep me busy while I
wait to hear from the different medical schools. Until I get into medical school I will
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continue my education. If necessary I will work towards a masters degree in a science
field while I continue working towards getting into medical school.
We, as African American students, must always remember that our success is up
to us. Never give up—-just keep on trying. But always do your best. You see, LSU will
provide you with instructors, keep the library open late, keep the chemistry library open,
and provide computer technology, but that is all. Therefore, you must remember it is
your sweat, it is your blood, and it is your destiny. You have to stay focused on the job
at hand. Black students must always keep in mind why they are here. We must never let
anything or anyone distract us. Just be prepared! Study with intensity! By intensity, I
mean to study until you know the material so well that you can explain it to someone
else. Know what you want to do, and just do it! My saying is that it is your blood, it is
your sacrifices, and they should work together to determine your destiny. You can
succeed. You will succeed.
Calvin at the time of the study was a senior majoring in Agriculture with a
cumulative grade point average of 3.356. He graduated in December of 1998. He
graduated from high school with a 2.420 grade point average and an ACT composite o f
20 .
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CHAPTER VIII
A SUCCESS COLLAGE: FIVE AFRICAN AMERICAN WOMEN
The purpose o f this study was to examine the relationship between noncognitive
factors and achievement o f academically successful African American students attending
a predominantly White Research I university in the South. My intent was to raise
questions and generate ideas regarding the relationship between noncognitive factors,
such as self-concept, academic motivation, goals/aspirations and the academic success o f
these students o f color who chose to attend majority race institutions o f higher education.
I decided to devote a chapter to women and one to men because, while many o f
the same themes recurred throughout the data for both, there were additional success
threatening issues that the women had to surmount. Challenges face African American
females on PWI campuses as they must not only overcome alienation and isolation in
order to succeed, but must also deal with gender discrimination (Allen & Haniff, 1991;
Ancis & Phillips, 1996; Ancis & Sedlacek, 1997; Fleming, 1996). Further, even though
the participants interpreted their experiences in a variety o f ways, there still was more
commonality in the responses according to gender. Even so, the following narratives are
layered, meaning that the stories, while underscoring each person's interpretation o f the
experience, will also show the diverse ways through which the experience was viewed
(Ely, et al., 1997; Holstein & Gubrium, 1998).
From my research I discovered many academic success themes and have used the
majority o f them to convey the stories o f the interviewees through their own words. I
assert that these noncognitive factors influenced and enhanced the academic achievement
o f the participants in my study. Also, how and when these qualities were developed may
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be an important aspect o f the academic success formula for African American students
attending predominantly White institutions o f higher education. I learned from the
participants in this study that parental educational expectations, mentoring, motivational
factors, friends, collegiate issues, and religion were all vital to their survival. Therefore,
I begin the chapter by discussing the educational expectations o f the parents o f the
participants. Second, I explain how their mothers mentored them by providing examples
o f inner strength and determination. Afterward, I present how friends have influenced
the academic achievement o f the women who participated in this study. Next, I describe
the pre-collegiate learning experiences o f the interviewees and its affects on thenacademic attainment. Then, I explicate many o f the achievement strategies that the
participants believe are responsible for their success, after which I discuss the gender and
racial issues they encountered. In addition, I give an overview on the influence o f
religion on the educational aspirations o f the participants. Afterwards, I furnish some
examples of advising issues that the interviewees have faced as well as examples o f
positive encounters with professors. Finally, I address the recommendations shared by
the women who participated in this study which they believe will assist other African
American women who chose to attend a PWI, and also help some PWIs to improve their
retention rates for these students o f color.
The Parents Expected All o f That and More
Research has found that during the elementary and secondary years, academic
motivation and self-concept are strongly influenced by family (Kunjufu, 1984). Some
individuals, including educators, believe that the home environment and changes in
families are factors that affect the level o f student achievement (Stratton, 1995).
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Family support was very important to Yvette, a junior majoring in microbiology, who
felt that even though her parents are divorced, both o f them still support her academic
efforts:
My parents divorced....It was my senior year [in high school]; [but] it
was almost the same as if they were still together....[Since] my dad is an
offshore formation engineer...he was [always] gone a lot. Academically,
there was no difference.. ..I cannot ever remember a time when I thought
about not going to college....It was instilled in me—both [parents] were
supportive.
While the home environment sometimes changed due to divorce, it did not affect
the participants academically. Still, there were other issues that had to be dealt with,
such as having to assume certain responsibilities at an early age. Yet, parental support
out weighed the obstacles that had to be overcome. Rita, a junior majoring in bio
chemistry, shed some light on the positives and negatives that her parents divorce
brought into her life:
I was eight when they [my parents] divorced, [then] my dad moved to
Oklahoma. It affected me because I felt left out o f certain Girl Scout
events— father-daughter days, [and] when I had dates they never got to
meet my father. Other than that, it did not affect me all. My brother
and I were happy, [but] we had to be responsible to let ourselves in
after school, watch tv [television], eat, and then do our homework.
[While] I don’t like that my parents are divorced, it has helped me here
because if something happens I know that I should be able to figure it
out. For example, some o f my friends, whenever anything happens—
they panic, and I feel like okay, it is a problem, but let’s deal with it. I
grew up in a single parent home [and] whenever we had a problem, Mom
fixed it. If there is a problem—I am like, "just fix it".
From my participants, I learned that even when difficulties arose due to a change
in the home environment like divorce, their parents still expected them to achieve.
Furthermore, the literature suggests that parents who support learning instill in their
children an intrinsic interest in education and a willingness to persist at academic
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endeavors (Burtless, 1996). Sometimes the participants laughed or even became a little
misty eyed as they recounted anecdotes o f parental educational expectations. Della, a
junior majoring in accounting, became emotional as she talked about her mother's
method o f teaching her and her brother the value o f an education:
My mom, I would say is the best person in the world, and if I talk about
her too much I will cry. [Tears came to her eyes] She has always been
there for us— she taught my brother and me that we can make it through
anything. My mom, she did not go to college or anything, but she has
accomplished so much. She raised two kids by herself. All she ever
required o f us [my brother and me] was to go to school, make good
grades, and clean up around the house. She is not a demanding or pushy
mother, all she ever wanted was good grades. 1 think my mom got me
started on the right foot from when I was young, because she always
expected me to do well in school. 1 would make A’s, ok, and I liked it.
so, I wanted to keep on doing good.
The parental educational stance for most o f the participants was one o f academic
achievement and nothing less. The parents showed and shared their expectations with
their children in a variety o f ways. Yvette laughed as she talked about her parents and
how they imbued their doctrine o f learning into her life:
During elementary school when I was placed in the gifted program was
when my mom found out that I was capable o f making good grades.
From then on she expected me to make only A’s and B’s, anything lower
was not acceptable. I remember one time I made a C in math on my report
card and I was punished for the six-weeks [until the next report card].
[Laughter] My mom was strict—my dad was more lenient—he was like
—just do better. My mom was like—you know you can do it, you just need
to apply yourself. Dad would say, “Well, if you get straight A’s, I will give
you this amount o f money.” [So], I would say, “Okay, let’s go for it.”
Moreover, families who have high educational requirements tend to provide and
insist on participation in other learning opportunities, which usually also enhance the
self-concept and motivational aspirations o f the children involved. Alice, a senior
majoring in engineering, believes that her parents epitomize this:
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They both went to [a predominantly Black university], and they got
married once they graduated. I have a sister who is three years
younger than I am, and who is a sophomore at [a large private outof-state university]. I have been blessed because my parents have
tried to educate us as far as taking us on vacation, and many of my
friends have never been on vacation because their families either do
not have the money or they just don’t have that kind o f cultural
advancement interest. For example, I have met students who are
from [a large city in the south] and they consider everything to be
country/out-dated...everything that is different...[because] they have
never been anywhere else. They cannot accept that people in other
parts o f the country do things differently. I have been blessed in that I
have been able to go places and mingle with different types o f people.
As Alice continued, she shared other ways her parents instilled learning attainment into
the lives o f her sister and her:
During the summer my parents never let either o f us just sit around
the house and watch television
We had to go to camp or go to
some type o f educational program. I always went to [a large
predominantly Black university’s] programs— they had a chemistry
program that I was in. My sister always went to the science programs
at [a small private Black university]. We also had fun like everybody
else, but we did not do stuff like just sitting around the house, going to
the mall everyday—we just did not do that. We had to find something
more productive to do with our time.
While the best educational scenario is one where both the home and school have
high academic standards, which was true for most o f the participants, however, that was
not the case for all. If there are no or low educational expectations from home, this can
oftentimes be circumvented or alleviated by the guidance o f teachers who can help
students develop confidence in learning which should enhance noncognitive skills
(Felker, 1974; Kunjufu, 1984). Yet, even with little or no parental or teacher motivation,
some students are able to succeed because o f their own desire to do so. AngeL, a junior
majoring in psychology, found that to be the case in her life:
I went to an inner city [large] public school. Still, I had good teachers. We
lived in the projects [government subsidized housing], then we stayed in a
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poor, lower class predominantly White neighborhood....My mother had
to work full time and overtime to take care o f us [six children]. [So], she
could not be there for me...the older siblings would watch the younger
siblings. [While] I hope this does not sound selfish, there was not anyone
when it comes to my academic success, but me. So, I think it is my own
drive—my own drive not to live in the neighborhood I lived in as a child,
not to have the struggles that my mom had.
The academically successful African American women participants in this study
believe they can achieve, and thereby are motivated to do so. The majority o f time, this
belief o f being academically capable o f achievement occurred for the participants mainly
due to the insistence o f one or both o f their parents that they strive for success at an early
age. Still, from the data it was discovered that even when there is no one to initiate high
academic requirements, educational attainment is possible in spite o f everything when
noncognitive factors, such as motivation and determination, are involved. Often the
participants found additional examples o f motivation and determination in the lives o f
their mothers.
Mothers = Mentors
The people who have the most impact on our self-concept, goals/aspirations, and
academic self-evaluation are often those with whom we have the most in common (EtterLewis, 1993; Myers, 1991). For the participants in my study, they were also the people
with whom they interacted the most. For these African American women, mothers often
served as mentors to guide their progress through life and school.
For the majority o f Black women, how they see their mother affects how they
think about themselves (Myers, 1991; Etter-Lewis, 1993). From the data, it was as if the
female participants were saying that too much negative emphasis has been aimed at
mother-headed homes o f African Americans, while not enough has been said about the
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strength that is regularly exhibited by Black women in this situation. Too often the
Black single parent family, which is mostly composed o f women as the head o f
household, has been maligned by being portrayed as dysfunctional, neglectful, and
unstable (Hemmons, 1996). Contradictorily, Della sees her mother as someone to be
celebrated, who should be viewed with awe because she has done so much with so little:
My mom, she did not go to college or anything, but she accomplished
so much. She raised two kids by herself... [because] my dad died when
I was three months old. She had my brother when she was 15 and me
when she was 17. [So], I grew up in a home with my mom, my brother,
my uncle, and my grandmother...but when I was fourteen we got our
own house, but it was only on the next street [laughter].
My mother has always provided—we never had to want for anything.
Yeah, we had hard times but basically anything we wanted, and if she
could get it, we got it. She has always been there for us, she taught
my brother and m e...to learn...and to not make the mistakes she made.
I can vaguely remember my mom getting up and looking for jobs,
never letting things get the best o f her—just always being determined.
Later in the interview it was obvious that Della’s mother had forged other bonds
for her children besides the one they had with her:
My mom also made sure that my brother and I were close. I always
hung out with my brother. I did everything with him ...I hung out
with his friends.. ..[So], all of my girl friends were always older than
me. We went to the same [religious elementary school], and he was
only two grades ahead o f me....So, when he went to high school, once
he got home he had to go meet me at school to walk me back home.
We [even] went to the Boys Club together. [Big Smile]
Even more support for the argument that a family headed by a Black single other
is a viable family unit that has the potential for nurturing and fortifying the members o f
the household into productive achieving individuals was provided by Yvette:
She [my mother] gives me support, and if I am having problems
she knows exactly what to do. I would probably say my mom is my
mentor—she is like everything. I think my mom would be the person
that I look up to for everything. She will tell me the right thing to do
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whether I like it or not, and that convinces me. [Then], the next thing, I
am like yeah, so, I guess I have to do it. I have to do it. [smile]
For centuries African American mothers have been known for their strength
(Moss, 1995; Myers 1991). The image o f the Black woman has often been one o f inner
strength, grounded spirituality, and tough resiliency. This strength was shown and
taught to the women participants by words and examples. However, there are times
when the struggles the mothers endured appeared to be overwhelming, thus serving as
motivation for the participants to strive for a different lifestyle. For Angel this was aptly
so, because she believes that her mom’s life and struggles showed her the need to be
academically successful and to persevere no matter what:
My father left her [my mom] with five kids and [while] she was six
months pregnant with me....She was just a housewife....We lost the
house, went on welfare, and moved into a project. In order for Mom
to go back to nursing school—she was a big pecan candy maker—
everybody loved her pecan candy. So, she would buy the commodity
cream from the people in the projects, and get pecans from my
grandmother, because she had a pecan tree in her backyard. So, she
really didn’t have any expenses [in making the candy]....She would
sell that, which is how she helped put herself through nursing school.
According to AngeL, her mother’s problems were not yet over:
While growing up, I think every single one o f my sisters or brothers
were on drugs or involved with alcohol to a serious extent...by being
so far apart I would only hear the arguing on the phone, my mother
crying in her bedroom, her finding jewelry or money missing because
they [my sisters or brothers] had stopped by. She has had to work
fulltime and overtime....and [still] make pecan candy and sell it for
extra money [She] works long hours...constantly on her feet. Long
hours, even though I have never heard a complaint. I want to give my
mom the happiness that she has never really had. She has never really
had anything, and when she mingles with the doctors at work...I want
her to be able to say more than we [her children] are fine.
I found the theme o f resiliency or inner strength appearing often in the dialogue
o f the interviewees as they addressed the issue o f mentors who repeatedly turned out to
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be their mothers. Rita told me that her mom’s great effort in transforming her own life is
why she is self-sufficient and academically able to cope and do well:
She [my mom] is the second oldest daughter and she went to...college
in Texas....Her older sister was also there. After her first year my
grandparents did not have enough money to send both o f them. So, since
the older sister had completed two years, they decided she should continue,
and my mom returned home and went to a business college. [Also], she
worked as a hospital clerk to pay for business school. Then she to went
to [a local university] and she got her associates degree in nursing. And
then, when we [younger brother] were in middle school she went back
and got her bachelors in nursing. It was hard for her to get her degree by
having to work and raise us [alone]. She does not want me to have to do
that. She just wants me to get an education. She has my best interest at
heart.. ..She is always there for me.
Sometimes the mother did not have to struggle financially or rear the children
alone. However, even when the father was present in the home, the participants in my
study emphasized that it was the mother who assumed the role o f parental and
educational supervisor. She guided with a firm hand, but it was done through love and a
desire for the success o f her offspring. Alice, a senior majoring in chemical engineering,
shared this narrative about her mother’s role in her and her sister’s lives which seems to
adequately portray this:
My mother is always pushing me. [smile] She was here [Alice’s
apartment] yesterday, and she likes to pick up things [clean up]....and
will say, well Alice, this is what you need to do and you need to go
here, and to do this and that. She means well and she looked out for
my sister and I, as far as college is concerned. If it had not been for
her, I probably would not be as far as I am. My dad is just like whatever,
but my mother is the complete opposite. She is always pushing us, and
on us.
The mothers provided mentoring that had a positive impact on the self-concept,
goals/aspirations, and academic self-evaluation o f the participants. Also, the women in
my study viewed their mothers as role models and support systems, which helped to
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motivate to attain. Yet, achievement transpired for the participants due to many reasons
and often pre-collegiate occurrences made a significant difference in their academic
success.
Pre-collegiate Educational Experiences
Since the majority o f my participants come from homes with lofty educational
achievement levels, it was important for their schools to follow the home’s learning
expectations. My study supports the view that when the two educational goals coincide,
academic motivation, aspirations, and self-concept are all enhanced. Participants
corroborated this theme as they discussed their elementary and secondary school
experiences with me. Yvette attributes her success to her parents and the high school
they allowed her to attend:
My high school had about...3,000 students...inner city, [public], but it
was predominantly White. I went there because I had two choices, to go
to a [religious] private school or go to a [public school], and if I went to
[the public one] I would get to stay in the gifted program. So, I went
there...and it was fun [the high school]—I liked it. [Also], like my teachers
and courses were not easy, so you had to study, so I had better study skills,
and I have not really changed them since I have been here. [Also], my
mom..., because when she found out that I was capable o f getting good
grades—anything lower than a B was not acceptable.
Alice, cited something similar about her secondary educational experience:
We both [younger sister] went to a [private religious elementary school]
until the ninth grade..., but I was tired o f wearing uniforms and being
rebellious I guess. I was just tired o f the private education setting...so,
I chose a [public high school] and she chose [the private one]. [My high
school] prepared me because...as far as visiting teachers [before or after
school], and having to really work hard and go after what you want, and
if you wanted to pass a course and do well Often you don’t learn
everything you need in the classroom and often you have to go outside
classroom hours and talk to the teacher yourself, if you really want to
understand the material....[Also], my mother is always pushing m e...if
it had not been for her, I probably would not be as far as I am.
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The secondary educational experiences o f the participants support the theme o f
unified parental and school expectations as being a key factor to academic success for
many African American students. Della provided support for this argument because she
feels that she positively entered college academically able to compete:
[I attended] a predominantly White [public] high school. It was a
little different [because], I went to a small private [religious, and all]
Black elementary school...and I grew up in a Black neighborhood....It
was larger—like in my S1*1grade class, we had twelve students, and in my
freshmen class [9th grade] we had about 1500....I feel it helped me to learn
to interact with other people, especially White people....Also, I had a good
academic foundation with my honors classes and things like that. I feel I
learned enough—I have never had any problems here. [Also], my mother...
all she ever required...was...good grades ....I think my mother got me
started.. .right.. .from when I was young.
Rita stressed similar points:
It [high school] was big, and half magnet and half was non-magnet... it was
inner city. I had good teachers [and], the magnet program taught me that
you have to go to class, and you have to do the work....[Also] my mother
wants us to do better than she did, and that is something that is always
pushing us to do well.
On the other hand, Angel believes that you do not have to have parental support
or attend an elite school to be academically successful:
You can succeed anywhere....! don’t think the school makes the person.
I don’t think that because there were fights or that half the other girls
were thirteen and pregnant, [that] I was going to do the same thing and
jump on the bandwagon. [So], it was like an inner city school.. .and I
think it may have helped by exposing me to things that...I did not want
to happen to m e...I had some wonderful teachers and just because it was
a public school does not mean I was being cheated out o f an education....
It is rated the number two school in [the] parish. So, it has pretty good
standards for education.
As Angel continued, she stressed the importance that wanting to achieve can play
in the life o f someone who may not be receiving educational encouragement from home:
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Weil, my education was my decision...I hope it does not sound selfish,
but there was not anyone when it comes to my academic success.. ..So, I
think it is my own drive....[Even my mom] realizes that I have essentially
raised myself. She was always at work—always I still have this quote
that I try to run through my mind everyday—never do anything that you
will regret and never do less than your best....Som e people, that I know,
when they get a C, they are like—thank goodness—oh, I got a C out o f
that class. That is just not me, that is just not acceptable—it is very below
standards.
My data strongly supports the assertion that parental and school academic
expectations work together to form a solid foundation on which future educational
attainment can be constructed. However, if there are no or limited learning goals insisted
on, achievement can still occur. If the individuals are determined and have
high educational standards, they will still succeed.
Some participants in my study also stressed the racial composition o f their high
schools as being one o f the reasons they have been able to adjust to attending a PWI with
relatively few problems, if any. Therefore, I assert that the secondary racial composition
helped to prepare the participants for the reality o f being a minority on a large
predominantly White university campus. In many respects, the racial balance o f the
secondary schools served as a preparational tool for the collegiate experience, as
clarified by the words o f Yvette, "My high school... was pretty mixed, but it was
predominantly White. Well I guess seeing the racial differences in high school, was not
a bad transition for here." Further support was provided by Della:
It [high school] was...predominantly White So, I got to meet other
races, because there were also Asians. I would see other races in the
mall, but I had never had any interacting with them .. .usually I was the
only Black or there was one other in [some] classes. So, to get along
with different races, it helped a lot.
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Even more support for this theme was found in the words o f Rita, "It was a big school.
...I had good teachers and there were only a few Blacks there as there are here....[So], I
was prepared for [that] part o f college."
Contradictorily, not all o f the interviewees believed that the racial make-up o f
their secondary school was a factor in their achievement. For example, Alice thought it
was more about how individuals view their self-concept and how they assess their
abilities:
I think it is all.. .it has to do with self-confidence. You cannot let other
people intimidate you, because it will affect how you perform in class.
Well, [my high school] had a racial makeup o f about 50/50 Black and
White population...but my cousin who is attending a [historically Black
university] came here to take a course.. .and he had the toughest time
adjusting—and I could not understand why, because he went to the
[same] high school [that I did], and so I knew he had been around White
students before. You have to be strong....If you are a good student—
you can be a good student no matter what school you attend. If you are
confident enough in your abilities [then] you should succeed no matter
where you go.
Pre-collegiate academic success and expectations were obviously fostered and
reinforced at the homes o f the participants and cultivated by elementary and secondary
teachers. Also, from the participants' stories I learned in most cases that it was
important that both the family and the school share similar educational values throughout
the pre-coIlegiate years to raise the level o f academic expectations, which increased
achievement motivation thereby boosting academic performance. My study strengthens
the view that the family is the most important criteria in the development o f noncognitive
skills and learning, while school is the second (Delpit, 1995; Kunjufo, 1984; Riordan,
1997). Still, even if the two do not encourage or require educational achievement,
success can occur because o f noncognitive factors, such as determination, self-
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motivation, and being goal oriented. Often this starts with individuals’ understanding
that they are capable o f attaining, if they choose to.
Success That Comes From the Inside and Other Places
Since people are able to think and, therefore, have an understanding o f their
academic abilities and their motivation to achieve, educational success has become a
major component o f their understanding o f self. As introduced earlier, this is also known
as the self-theory (Beane & Lipka, 1984; Fortier, Vallerand, & Guay, 1995). The self
theory or understanding o f self emphasizes that if students believe they can achieve they
will become motivated to do so (Fortier, Vallerand, & Guay, 1995). In other words,
individuals are motivated to achieve when they believe they are capable o f succeeding.
Thus the role that the self-theory plays in motivating individuals is an important one. As
students are academically motivated their interest in learning increases (Dweck, 1990);
hence the goal theory begins to take effect. Moreover, students who feel confident in
their ability regarding a task or goal are more likely to persist (Dweck, 1990; Miller, et
al„ 1993).
The themes o f motivation and goals surfaced continually throughout the
interviews. Yet, the participants were motivated or driven to succeed for diverse
purposes or goals. Alice, a “go-getter” who is definitely motivated to succeed, verbalized
her standpoint:
I will be the first o f the grandchildren on both sides o f the family to
graduate, and to me that is motivational. I am a go-getter...you have to
go and see your teachers, because if you do not understand—don’t just
sit there.. .you have to get help. Even if you have to call other students
or visit professors...make the time.. .to do what you have to do. [In
addition], I like a challenge—I really do...[and] chemical engineering
is a challenge to me. If something is easy to me. I don’t want to be
bothered with it. [Another thing is], I like to prove people wrong, which
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is [one] reason for my success, [because] some people [have] questioned
why I am in engineering... .1 don't like for people to say to me—oh, well
it is really tough and I did not make it, so I doubt if you will be able to...
you have to not let those things which are petty affect your ability to
perform.
On the other side, while Yvette thinks o f herself as a diligent student, she readily
admits that frequently as the semester progresses and she becomes involved with other
projects, her assignments began to accumulate, which serves as a central component o f
her academic motivation:
This is probably a bad way o f putting it, but I am a procrastinator—I
work better under pressure. In the beginning o f the school year I am
good—I am reading but at the end is when I am doing it. Like my
roommate, she will be—like I have a test and I have another test next
week, and I need to do this, etc.—I love that...it is what gets me
through, it is things like that. With me it is like, oohhh, I have to study
—I got to study. I like to study under pressure. [Also], I like hard tests,
when I study, you know—I like hard tests. So, I think it is the challenge
and the pressure I like.
Both Alice and Yvette like being challenged and feel it helps to motivate them to
achieve. But that is not the way it was for all o f the women who participated in my
study. Another venue is the traditionally motivated learner who learns for knowledge, as
well as for pleasure. Rita’s educational outlook coincides with this analysis:
Some classes are just interesting, so I want to do well, and I want to
learn about that subject. I enjoy learning. Usually, in class I may not
get the best grade, but sometimes I think I may understand the material
better than others [the ones who scored higher on the exam], I want to
learn the material, because I want to take the MCAT [Medical College
Admission Test]. So, I need to know the material.. .and just wanting to
leam.
Learning for knowledge and/or pleasure were motivational factors for some o f
the women who participated in my study, yet it was not so for others. For many African
Americans, education has long been viewed as the vehicle for economic progression
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(Etter-Lewis, 1993; Selvin & Wingrove, 1998). In other words, to achieve academically
should mean to succeed financially. The participants in my study often equated financial
success with living in a better neighborhood than the one they were reared in, having a
more prestigious job than their parents, and/or being able to assist family members and
others. Angel is motivated by the deep desire to be upwardly mobile:
I think it is my own drive— my own drive to not live in the
neighborhood I lived in as a child, to not have the struggles my
mom had—that I saw ... .1 want to have children and live in a house
on a hill, with horses and three acres, and things like that. So, no
one really influenced my education per se, it was something that
was in me and I drove myself. I had that drive to go further. I am
supporting me now that I am in school—she [my mom] cannot
support me financially....I worked four jobs in my freshmen year,
and I do not know how I got a 3.00 grade point average that year....
So, it is me—because I don’t know anyone who would work that
much to go to school...but I keep going, because I have always
known what I want.
Della echoed similar thoughts:
[I am] just...motivated to have a successful future....I remember
times when I had pro wing tennis [shoes] instead ofN ikes....I mean
I live in a house with a dusty porch.... We did not live on the south
side with the brick houses. [So], I don’t want to be rich, but I want
to be comfortable. Just knowing that there are not too many things
you can do without a college degree, maybe some trades, but I am
not that type o f person. So, my best bet would be to get a college
degree. (Laughter)
The deep desire to have a more economically advanced life has motivated
some o f the participants to strive for academic success, which they believe will
translate into a better financial future. Since educational motivation comes from many
sources, some of the participants were inspired to achieve because they desire monetary
gain, more knowledge, and to meet parental expectations. However, there were other
factors that motivated some o f the women who participated in this study, such as a strong
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commitment to family, and/or being goal oriented. Alice, while she was motivated to
achieve because of her desire to do well academically, was also encouraged by some o f
those other factors:
I guess I would say my parents in general [have motivated me].
Well, my grandmother suffers from diabetes, and she is always
saying, 'Well maybe ya’ll can find a cure to help heal some o f my
skin diseases'.. .and things like that.. .my grandmother.. .never had
a formal education but she has always listened, and she is very
objective ...she always tells me to keep trying and that she is proud
o f me. She always tells me, 'Well, at least you can do more than I
can do.' She just lifts up my spirits, just by talking to her... .[Once] I
graduate...I can start helping my family members, maybe the ones
who could not go to college but maybe wanted to, and I can also help
pay some o f my grandmother’s medical bills...that is motivational.
Rita had this to say about educational motivation:
My grandmother is still asking me to get her a bumper sticker that
says my granddaughter goes to LSU. My grandfather only completed
the 8th grade and he always says, 1 may not have that much education,
so, if I cannot figure out the problem for you, I can find someone who
can.' I know they are proud o f me, and that is one o f the reasons I
want to do well, because I do not want to let them down or myself
down....[Also], my mother wants us to do better than she did, and that
is something that is always pushing us to do well.
From the data, I learned that many different motivational factors can lead to
academic achievement. Some participants were motivated because they believe they
can, as well as because they were goal oriented. As I introduced earlier, being goal
oriented is the component o f achievement motivation, which focuses on individuals
being confident in their ability regarding a task or goal. For Alice, goals and success are
basically one and the same:
My goal is to graduate in May and find a good job where I can be
happy. Right now that is my number one priority [Eventually]
I would like to do a big time community type program, perhaps
something with recruiting Black kids into science. [When I was
in high school], [a historically Black university] had a lot o f science
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programs where they actually paid you and you learned while getting
paid to learn and I think that is good. So, I know that I could save
enough money where I could eventually do something like that.
Yvette feels that being motivated and goal oriented is essential, as well as being
focused by rem aining steadfast and never wavering from her aspirations:
I [am] goal oriented. I want to get out o f here in four years there
are those who are saying well looks like four and a half or five years,
[but] I am sticking with four years... .1 am like my mom, the mirror
image.. .if it is not in her goals.. .than she will find some way to do it.
[So], I am taking summer classes and I want to graduate next
December or May and hopefully be in Med [medical] school by
the foil...have a practice in pediatrics...be married and have kids.
Della voiced some o f the same thoughts:
I can be lazy sometimes and I will start studying late, but I usually
pull B's and some A's...so, for the most part I think I do well...I
could do better. I am pretty focused because I know I have to get
it done in order to finish school. I know I have to accomplish
things...graduate, and take the CPA (Certified Public Accountant)
exam and get a job, excel in the corporate world, and get married
and have kids.
From the women who participated in my study, I learned that they are
academically motivated due to varied reasons. For some, motivation stemmed from a
strong self-concept, the thrill o f a challenge, love o f learning, as well as believing in their
ability to succeed. Further, the participants are motivated to achieve by wanting to
please family members, and to accomplish their goals o f graduating, to be employed
and/or to go to graduate school. Still, they are also motivated to succeed because they
believe they are capable o f achieving.
If You Believe You Can— You Will
The data supports the view that the participants are goal oriented and motivated
to academically succeed. Also, I assert that the women in my study were self-confident

134

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

in their academic abilities. Rita’s explanation for her success supports this assertion, "I
am self-confident. My mom always told me, ‘that if you don’t think well o f yourself you
can’t make anyone else think well o f you.”...[So,] if I don’t think I can do a good job, I
won’t be able to." Believing in her ability was something that Angel also stressed:
I think intelligence and academic success comes with hard work....When
I first came here— I studied—I studied...and I was ...motivated into
taking care o f my schoolwork...it is just m e....C ’s are not acceptable,
B’s are ok, and A ’s are what I am capable of.
Even more support for this view was provided by Alice, when she answered why she
believes that she has been able to succeed at a PWI:
It has to do with your own self-confidence....If you are confident
enough in your abilities, you should succeed no matter where you go.
...For example, one counselor told me that it was virtually impossible
to take nine hours during the summer and still maintain [the] grade
point average...[necessary] to keep my scholarship, and she told me not
to take the courses I wanted to take. I did it anyway, and I still kept my
scholarship....! don't listen to what other people say.
From the data, I also found that the participants had accurately assessed their
academic abilities. In addition, I believe that they are goal oriented because they utilized
activities, such as time management and tutor assistance, to increase their understanding
and achieve academically. Moreover, in order to remain academically successful the
women in my study were willing to seek challenges and exert the effort necessary to
achieve. These issues were focal points and Alice’s narrative sums up several o f these:
I am a go-getter.. .you have to go and see your teachers... if you don’t
understand....You have to do what you have to do....I write everything
down in my planner...! prioritize...I type my notes...also, I color code
everything. I have to have color—that is the way I team.. ..[In] engineering
[books] everything is black and white...I highlight everything—I will use
six different [color] highlighters for one chapter...I underline the most
important things in the chapter and from that I will type it up and those
will be my notes and if I keep reading over them, I will leam the concepts.
.. .One other thing I also do, is I try to get an older book or another book
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[besides the required text]....It is just a matter o f reading it in different
forms and looking at different examples—it sticks with me more that way.
I do the same thing for all o f my classes.
As I observed Alice in class, I was able to witness first-hand her preparation process. As
the instructor talked about a future assignment she immediately wrote it down in her
planner. Also, as the discussion progressed she scanned her color- coded chapters o f the
book, as well as her typed notes to verify that she had successfully located and
emphasized all o f the significant themes for that topic.
Rita also feels strongly about the themes o f planning and preparing:
One thing, is that I try to get over procrastinating, and that has really
helped. I also try to go and talk to my professors during the first week
o f school, so that they will know who I am... and perhaps know that I
am serious about doing well. Also, when they see my name on something
they can put a face to that name.
Angel's beliefs run along similar lines, supporting the view that to be successful, she
must prepare by doing a variety o f things:
Preparing, planning, prioritizing...my study habits are to set a
schedule...prioritize what [to study], make flash cards, which are
excellent study tools I meet with professors if I [feel I] have to.
...1 have to review, reread, restudy, relook, and recheck. I still have
to take that second measure, so I guess that is where that hard work
aspect comes in. Even though the women participants are all
academically successful, continually they appeared to be reluctant to
admit that they are intelligent or smart.
This argument was upheld as Yvette revealed the following to me concerning her
abilities:
I guess I can’t be modest. I think my strong areas would be those
dealing with science, biological sciences. I feel I know a lot o f that
— I can comprehend that quickly. If I read something I will remember
over half o f it. I would say I have like a half photographic memory
more or less. But over all I think I am pretty smart.
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Rita reacted almost identical to Yvette when discussing her educational capabilities:
I am smart but that sounds, uuhh...but I don’t want to sound big
headed [egotistical].. .some things come easy to me. In some ways
it is a blessing. There are some things that I can picture in my mind
and some people cannot....[For example], when I study chemistry, I
can picture some o f the problems.
Della’s educational achievement levels ran along similar lines. Also, the unwillingness
to admit to academic astuteness resurfaced once again:
I think I am sort o f smart, but probably more determined than anything
else. I am pretty focused because I know I have to get it done in order
to finish school. I know I have to accomplish things, and I don’t need
to play around.
The women participants in my study were reluctant to vocalize their academic
abilities; however, they admitted that they are successful. Also, all o f them talked about
a career, then marriage and children. Several o f them have plans to attend graduate or
professional school. Additionally, the participants were willing to exert the necessary
effort to achieve and to use goal oriented activities, such as preparing, prioritizing, and
planning to continue being academically successful.
My study supports a link between noncognitive factors, such as determination,
motivation, self-awareness, aspirations, and academic achievement. Accordingly, I
strongly believe that the data has provided more support for the inclusion of
noncognitive factors as instruments used to predict academic achievement for some
African Americans attending predominantly White institutions o f higher education. I
further surmise that these factors also influence peer interaction, which can be utilized as
academic success enhancers.
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Just One Friend—Sometimes that is Enough
The participants in my study all have close friends who are also academically
successful. The relationships are ones which increase academic success and also provide
emotional support by acting as stress relief, study companionship, morale boosters, or
just plain inspiration. Yvette and her best friend both participated in this study:
Here [my best friend] it has to be Tyrone...he is a comedy show...he
is not sarcastic— he is just straight out funny....He is my cut up in
public partner. We will be walking and we will start making a beat and
then all o f a sudden we are doing a song... [or] dancing. [Also,] I guess
he is a motivator because we are in some o f the same classes and we get
together and study, and we test each other’s knowledge. We each study
beforehand. I don’t compete with him or anything, [but] we just help
each other study. [For example], we pick out stuff and say, well, maybe
you should know this.
I observed Yvette and Tyrone prepare for a final exam, and seemingly from
the camaraderie there has emerged a strong intellectual bond. They challenged each
other by asking difficult and thought provoking questions, and also by encouraging each
other to do well through smiles and supportive words.
Sometimes the camaraderie developed because o f similar degree aspirations. In
Alice’s case, through the common bond of the degree field, a closeness was forged that
matured into a deep friendship. Alice credits her best friend with saving her academic
life:
[My best friend] is in engineering also. [He is] a very hard-worker,
smart, and he is president o f [an engineering organization], and we
share the same views about a lot of things. For example, the answers
to a lot o f the questions that I have given you so far, we share the same
opinion. He is just very dedicated and his main focus is also just
graduating and getting a decent job, so that he can help his family.
I met him during my sophomore year and I was still— well, I wish I
could just repeat my whole freshmen year. I played around—I goofed
off and that really hurt me. It is very easy to bring down a grade point
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average, but it is very hard to bring it up. I have been struggling to keep
a 3.00 ever since my freshmen year, and I did not do that bad because 1
think I finished the whole year with a 2.8 grade point average. [Still], it
was bad considering that I had just graduated from high school with a 3.9
grade point average.
As Alice continued, she added more clarification to the role friendship played in her
academic success:
I knew there was something wrong with me and it was not the classes.
So, 1 needed to straighten up my act. [And] in the middle o f the fall
semester o f my sophomore year, we just started doing our work together
even though we were not in the same major. Having someone around me
who was always doing his work made me want to do my work, because
before that...I had a roommate in the dorm...who did absolutely nothing.
...So, I would be in the room...doing everything that I was not supposed
to be doing. But once I met him and we started working together, 1 always
had someone around me who was always doing their work.
There are times when friendship evolves from similar interests. This was the
case with Della and her friends:
[She] is my best friend....She is from a little town right outside o f [a
large city]. So we are both a little bit country (from rural areas), and she
[also] grew up in church and we talk about stuff like that. She is close
to her mother, and we are both members o f [a religious group for women].
We did that in the summer o f 96, together. We are just good friends—we
do everything together and just talk or whatever.
[I have another] friend [that I] met in the summer o f 9 6 ...and we have
almost all of our business classes together. We can talk about anything.
Sometimes, if 1 don’t want to take a class... if she says she is taking the
class then I will take it. Yeah, the friendship has helped me to succeed.
Della and her friends attended a social function together where they laughed and
joked with each other while mingling with their peers. However, after about an hour o f
fun one o f the three voiced that they needed to study because they had a major project
that they needed more attention and work. Della moaned in protest but they all left
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smiling and joking. I heard Della say, “ yeah, ya’ll know we have to take turns keeping
each other on track and focused, so let’s go do that thing.”
From the data, I also learned that some participants feel close friends have helped
them to stay positive, as well as make them laugh or smile when they have felt like
crying. Fleming (1990) has documented that African Americans attending PWIs
experience a decrease in the level o f their self-concept and academic motivation due to
some o f the negative issues that they often must endure. In this context, friends can be a
safe haven, which is how Rita sees her close friend:
WelL, I don’t really have a best friend here, but I have close friends.
For example, Yvette—I like being around her and she is real positive.
She is funny and she believes that she has brought out the sarcastic
part o f my personality, but it was always there. It was just that I did
not know her well enough to show it....She is real positive and a place
to turn when things get to be too much.
Each participant has found someone to interact with who has been catalytic in
their lives by motivating them to resume, maintain, or augment their academic success
levels. The friendships have encouraged them to strive for and, in some instances, reach
their goals through persistence, resiliency, and determination. The women who
participated in this study have found friends to encourage and assist them with being
academically successful. Still, they have to continue persisting in the face o f obstacles
based upon race and gender.
Being Black and a Woman at a PWI
While there has been limited research on academic success, noncognitive factors,
and persistence rates for African American students attending predominantly White post
secondary institutions, minority attendance is still on the rise at these schools (Steele,
1997; Wilds & Wilson, 1998). Catastrophically, the numbers o f Black students who are
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graduating are not increasing proportionately with enrollment rates (Nettles, 1988; Carter
& Wilson, 1992; Wilds & Wilson, 1998). Unfortunately, whether it is because of
racism, sexism, or other difficulties, significant numbers o f African American students at
PWIs end up with weaker academic records than their White peers, or worse yet, they
leave voluntarily (Allen, 1991; Fleming, 1984, 1996).
Despite the initial difficulties, many students o f color make the necessary
adjustments and are academically successful at PWIs (Allen, 1991; Sedlacek, 1998;
Steele, 1997). In order to accomplish this, Black students must demonstrate academic
skills along with a greater variety o f noncognitive characteristics than their White peers
(O’Callaghan & Bryant, 1990; Tracey & Sedlacek, 1985; Sedlacek, 1998; Steele, 1997).
Yvette is a prime example o f how to blend academic skills and noncognitive behavior to
prevail over impediments:
Every once in awhile [being smart] is helpful because I do get to prove
a point.. ..For example, me— they may think oh well, she is Black so
she may not know. ..and then they...ask me a question...it is good in
that way to show off. (Laugh)
I have my own goals, and I am going to accomplish them no matter
what the surroundings are. I am not going to be shorted out of
anything just because I am Black—this is my institution I am
going to find out everything, whether it is some type o f scholarship
or services. I don’t like to be walked over....It is like I am not going
to put up with it and if I don’t have to, I am not putting up with it.
All students must learn to negotiate the collegiate system they enroll in.
However, it is extremely important for African Americans to learn this early on because
they have to victoriously deal with the obstruction o f racism in order to achieve
academically (Sedlacek, 1998). Rita believes that succeeding at a PWI can make a
powerful statement:
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Try to be sure who you are before you come here or go to any college.
...Don’t be offended if you run across something that you do not like.
For example, on one o f the game days I saw some students riding around
with a rebel flag. So, I would say don’t let the actions o f one person or
a group o f people turn you off to the whole university because there are
ignorant people everywhere. Ignore them or try to fight them by
succeeding, because when you succeed, you smash every thing that was
negative that they ever said, or thought about you or every action that
they did towards you that was negative.
Still, for some African American students attending a PWI, the experience is so
difficult to digest until feelings o f alienation and frustration begin to surface. This is
something that Yvette struggled with:
You can see it—when you walk to the quad at lunch time, you only
see only Black people and a few Whites...there is separation. [I am
in] a service organization, here it is predominantly Black, but it is a
service organization for anyone. We only have three White members
because it is like the White students around here are afraid to join a
student organization that is predominantly Black. That’s them, if they
are afraid, or whatever because we have no problems joining an
organization that is predominantly White.
Yeah, sometimes it gets to me, not that I feel any racial tension, but
it is .. .you look around and there is just a lot o f White people. It is
not that I am prejudiced or anything...sometimes I just get frustrated.
Some of those same things are baffling to Angel as well:
Race is an issue...all o f the organizations are still segregated....
It is something that you can’t describe in words but you know it
is here and you can feel it and you know it is evident. You can’t
really describe the meaning o f frustration.
Additional problems occur for many African American females at PWIs, who
must not only overcome alienation and isolation in order to academically succeed, but
must also deal with gender discrimination (Allen & Haniff, 1991; Ancis & Phillips,
1996; Ancis & Sedlacek, 1997; Fleming, 1996; Sedlacek, 1998). Alice believes this is
sad, but still true:
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We need females really bad...[laughter]...it is really bad. [Some
professors], they think, well they say we are too emotional to handle
things, and that we are intellectually inferior, and that is not true.
And I think that the professors are older, so a lot o f them have that
mentality that only men should be doctors, engineers, and lawyers;
but I think as we are progressing into the millennium their attitudes
are changing because some o f their best students may be females.
Further complications occur when women chose non-traditional majors
(engineering, law, medicine) because they are much more likely to encounter racism and
sexism (Etter-Lewis, 1993). To combat these acts o f injustice, the women in my study
as a coping mechanism often used resiliency, which can also be considered as inner
strength. In other words, resiliency is what allowed the participants to triumph over
obstacles while sustaining or escalating their academic achievement aspirations. Alice’s
self-confidence and inner strength allowed her to deal with the dual sword o f being
Black and female while majoring in chemical engineering:
You know color really does not bother me. Like I said in one o f my
classes I am the only Black, period. There are only three Blacks who
are seniors in Chemical Engineering who will be graduating in May.
It really does not bother me Like when I was working as a co-op
student at [a chemical plant] I was the only female, and the only
Black out o f the process engineering group. I would walk into
meetings where I would be the only Black, the only female, plus I
was the youngest person in the group. I would be so intimidated until
I had to say it does not bother me, because if I let it— it would affect
my performance. I don’t let it affect me—they are just people....It is
just me going to school, not me at a PWI.
I observed Alice in an engineering class and sure enough she was the only Black
student and one of two females. She arrived early and sat up front. Also, she looked
confident and easily participated in the class discussion by sharing concrete and
intelligent information.
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In addition, when women, who often must deal with classroom situations that
may provide little or no support, learn to operate inside the structure they are able to be
more successful academically in their collegiate quests (Ancis & Phillips, 1996; Brush,
1991; Sandler, 1987). Rita's stance on being a woman attending college supports this
view:
When I go talk to a male professor, I don’t like the idea that he may
think, oh well, she is just coming to talk to me because she is a girl and
she wants to get special attention. I don’t like that idea for any female
student. I try to go and talk to my professors.. .so that they will know
who I am and.. .that I am serious about doing well.
For many o f the participants in my study, gender presented additional barriers to
success. However, for some o f the African American women in this study, race
overshadowed the issues o f sexism that may have been present. In reference to this,
Yvette shared the following thoughts:
It does not bother me at all being female. No, I have no feelings
about that. I don’t really see any differences in how professors treat
us or anything. I just see myself as African American, not as a female
—just an African American.. .like in most o f my classes there are
maybe five o f us at the m ost...I tend to be more comfortable around
other Blacks, here, than Whites.
Angel voiced similar feelings:
[Being a female student] that does not bother me. It is not applicable
to me, because I think I am more conscious about my race than my
gender....If you go somewhere [on campus] and there is only one
other Black person...you would walk up to her rather than a person
who is White.
Gender issues surfaced for some o f the women participants, as well as racial
issues. On the other hand, occasionally being Black also meant dealing with racial
concerns within their own ethnic group for two of the participants. It has been argued by
scholars that some light skinned African Americans are more acceptable to Whites, and
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thus, the most privileged o f their race (Reid-Merritt, 1996; Selvin & Wingrove, 1998).
Black Americans’ attitude toward skin color is not a simple matter that can be easily
captured or explained (Selving & Wingrove, 1998). Nevertheless, two o f the
participants who are o f light skin color did give evidence that it is still an issue for some
African Americans and White Americans. Della feels that her skin tone may be a factor
in how she has been treated since entering a PWI:
Maybe that is why my teachers are nice. Actually I would say that
being light [skinned] when I was growing up, I sensed a lot o f Black
people who looked down on us [because] we are light skinned. I
have noticed the comments [here], about—oh, well she thinks she is
all that because she is bright [light skinned].
The skin shade debate is still ongoing, as Angel recounted the following:
People say to me that I am treated differently because o f my skin
color. It has been since way back in the day when people o f light
skin were treated differently than people o f dark skin color. [So]
when I told my friends that I had gone to a White fraternity house
...to get some notes from a classmate.. .and that we had this big
discussion about the Confederate flag flying out o f his window, my
friends said, I [was only allowed there] because I am light skinned.
...People have said that light skinned people...think they get along
better with White people...but, I always thought o f Black people as
Black people, not light or dark people.
My data suggest that the theme o f skin color serves as an added burden for some
Black women o f light skin pigmentation who have to also deal with people within their
own race thinking Whites are treating them in a privileged manner. This is an added
burden, since the Black women in my study also had to deal with racism, as well as
sexism. Often these obstacles evoked feelings o f alienation and isolation. In order to
combat the negativity, the Black women participants employed noncognitive skills, such
as self-confidence, determination, and inner strength. These factors helped them to not
only overcome the obstacles o f racism and sexism, but also to maintain their
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achievement levels. However, other success factors surfaced such as religion, which the
participants also believed to be an academic motivator.
I Can Hear Rev. Preaching—Religious Sustenance
Another theme that continually arose as a coping mechanism, and also as an
achievement factor, was religion. Believing in God, attending church, and praying for
help has been a constant and central theme o f the African American community (ReidMerritt, 1996). From the narratives o f the participants, I discovered that throughout
their lives religious faith has been integral to their academic success. Rita attributes her
achievement to her church life:
No matter how well you can do academically I believe that the rest
of your life is affected by how you are spiritually. At church, at
home, I got the background for what to do when you are not happy
with a situation or you haven’t done well....You need to be prayerfully
responsible for what goes on in your life, and for having a relationship
with Christ. I think that has been one o f the main things that has helped
me to stay here, and have a good life, and be focused and at peace with
myself. I know that because o f my relationship with Christ, that no
matter what grade I make or how I do in a class I will still have that one
relationship.. .and that is where everything else stems. So, I just need to
do my best.
Similarly, Della echoed some o f Rita’s religious thoughts:
My success has to do with my mother and God....Through my faith in
God, if things get rough I know I am here for a reason and I can do all
things through Christ.. ..I just pray about it.. .and I know that he will
get me through it some kind o f way. I just attribute all o f my success
to my family and to God. I think if people were more spiritual— [well],
I believe in God and Jesus. Even when I am depressed or things are
bothering me— I just lean on the Lord, and I know that is where my
strength comes from. That is how my mom overcame a lot o f adversity
from having two kids as a teenager, and we have both turned out fine. I
get help—a lot o f help from my family and the Lord.
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Repeatedly, religion was a factor that enabled the participants to deal with and to
overcome impediments encountered by being Black in a White oriented society. Alice
credits her faith with keeping her focused whenever she faces challenges:
I read my Bible and that is what gets me through a lot o f things,
because some things I feel I can’t talk to people about....They may
begin to form opinions about you based upon what you have told
them, .. .and you may have just been trying to open up. I handle a
lot o f things on my own...and I will read my Bible and that always
makes me feel better.
The church provided a powerful contribution to achievement because it was
where most o f the participants initially acquired and exercised their leadership skills and
gained self-confidence. Angel believes this to be true o f her church, “During high
school, I played the organ at my church. I was also, president o f the [teen religious
church] organization. I still...I go to church every Sunday.” Alice, also garnered some
leadership skills from church participation, “I used to be very active in my church
group....[I was] like a youth advisor.”
From the data I learned that all o f the women who participated in my study think
religion has been significant to their academic success. Yvette believes she learned more
than just religious things while attending church and she considers it as much more than
just a building:
Like religion, our faith is important to me and I got that from her [my
mom]— When I go home and go to church, it is like a big family. I
was raised in the Christian faith... I f I am having problems or need
support, [my mom] always says well pray about it....I should be in a
Bible study here. I keep telling myself that I am going to wake up
earlier and read the Bible, and I have but I have been in the book o f
Proverbs for a good while now. [So], I know I am not where I should
be faith wise, and I should be finding a Bible study now. But when I
go home, going to church is like being with a big family. My church
family is my extended family—I am a part o f something I enjoy.
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Angel strongly feels that her religion is necessary to her academic success:
There is just something inside o f me. I think it is because I am
religious. My mom was not religious, so I pushed her to bring me
to church on Sundays. Here I am at 7 years old saying, “Momma,
I am going to be late for church, come on and bring me to church.”
So, maybe, there are some geniuses—I am not one....So, I go to
church every Sunday, because I need those prayers.
The narratives of the female participants are ones of resiliency/inner strength,
self-awareness, goals/aspirations, self-confidence, and academic achievement all united
by deep religious convictions. These factors served to propel the participants over
hurdles o f sexism, racism, low socio-economic status, and/or single parent homes while
planting the seeds for past, present, and future successes. Academic survival requires the
use of a variety o f noncognitive skills, as well as cognitive skills, when students o f color
choose to attend predominantly White colleges or universities. Further, these students
need to feel that they are being treated as well as the students o f the majority race by the
advisors and faculty o f the PWI.
Advisors and Professors: Beauty or Beast
The literature suggests that for many African American students, lower
expectations and erroneous conclusions about their abilities occur because o f the
conceptually limited and faulty ways some educators think about culture and learning
(Bowers & Flinders, 1990; Delpit, 1995; King, 1994). For example, the participants
believe that incidents o f narrow or deficient ways o f thinking in advising have posed
some challenges to their academic success. Angel thinks that sometimes academic
advisors fail to see the complete picture:
I had surgery and when.. .1 met with my advisor she said that I had to
get all o f my medical documents, but the last day to drop without a W
was on Friday, and I went into the hospital on Saturday....So, I had to
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take the W for that one day difference. I thought that was inconsiderate o f
her or maybe she has never been sick before or maybe she has never had
gallbladder problems.
Alice also feels that she received some poor advising:
Very bad. Very bad advising. When I first started [here], and I really
think she had the best o f intentions but, now that I look back on it—
she gave me advice as for as what I am capable o f doing and handling,
... [it] was some really bad advice... .1 had a choice o f going straight
into calculus or taking the class right before calculus, which [she
advised me to take], and it ended up being the worst math class that I
have ever taken here.
The issue o f academic advising was a pattern that continued to emerge during
interviews with each participant. Rita’s narrative speaks o f the coolness o f some of the
advising staff:
[The advising] is a little impersonal. Also, because I am in the
honors college I get to schedule a week earlier, but when I went
to basic sciences to be advised, there was a sign that said only
graduating seniors or graduate students could be advised. This
made me angry because I could not be advised until I had scheduled
my courses. So, I had to be advised by the honors college, which is
not the department that will be awarding my degree.
Sometimes I feel negativity from the counselors....I feel uneasy when
I go into the [college major] office for counseling. So, I ask other
people— other students [for scheduling help], or I just go back to the
counselors. I know they get tired o f me because they may think I am
taking too long but that is ok.
Yet, another stance on the advisors in some departments was given by Yvette, who
believes they are biased:
I can only speak about the advisors in [my degree major]... .For us, as a
minority on this campus, we just don’t like them because they just don’t
seem as eager to help us with things. So, as advising in what should I
take, I realty don’t. I will get an audit report and I go by people who have
pretty much been there—who have taken the classes....The counseling is
not worth your time.
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Nearly all o f the participants expressed deep concerns with their academic
advising. The problems seem to exist more in departments offering majors where
significant numbers o f African Americans have not traditionally sought degrees. To the
contrary, the professors have counteracted some o f the negativity by providing a number
o f meaningful experiences for the interviewees. For Alice, one experience seems to have
validated much o f what she stands for:
This semester...! have this professor...and he is from [overseas], but
he has probably been here for about twenty-five years. I like him
because he seems to really—really not see color. He seems to be
genuine—you know some people will put up with you, but he seems
to be very sincere— In class, he has even talked about some things that
African Americans have done in the field o f chemical engineering—
something that no other professor has ever done. When he talked about
it, the White students got so quiet that you could hear a pin drop. I liked
it because it showed them [Whites] that we are not lazy—we are good
for something— we are just as intelligent as they are and we are just as
capable o f doing the same things.
Additional support for the theme o f faculty generated meaningful experiences was found
in Della’s story:
I like [this professor in my degree major]. I liked his class because
while most people said it was hard, I passed it with a B....He is easy
to talk to ....I still go to his office and he talks to me about career goals
and things like that. He is a nice person to talk to, and he seems
concerned about his students.
Difficulties arose in the areas o f academic counseling, but the situation was
mainly unproblematic in reference to the professors. Faculty support that is deemed to
be genuine was deeply appreciated and appeared to serve as an additional motivational
factor. This is very important, because it has been ascertained that less encouragement
by faculty can cause adjustment problems for African American students at PWIs,
thereby weakening their academic records (Allen, 1991; Fleming, 1996). My study adds
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support to this assertion, because from the participants I learned that for some o f them,
there was a definite need for positive encouragement from faculty. Further, the women
in my study believe there are success strategies that will increase academic achievement
for other African Americans, as well as improve retention rates at some PWIs for Black
students on their campuses.
Hope for Now and in the Future
It is necessary for educators to realize that providing students with
successful experiences, enabling them to be self-motivating, and helping them to
establish a life-long love o f learning is equally as important as helping them to perform
well on tests (Hale-Benson, 1996). Further, it is o f utmost importance that institutions of
higher learning include and value multicultural activities, which should increase or
maintain academic motivation and self-concept, thus increasing academic success for
African American students. For Yvette, predominantly Black or all Black organizations
are a must:
I just get frustrated.. ..Sometimes it gets to me, not that I feel any racial
tension,...but, yeah,...[sometimes], I tend to be more comfortable
around other Blacks here than Whites....So, I tend to like be in activities
or organizations where it is predominantly African American.
Rita's sentiments are closely related to Yvette’s:
I am a part o f organizations that are for Black people, like a [national
organization for African Americans], and the [degree organization
for Blacks]... I kind o f regret not joining a sorority, because I feel it
is a good thing to join if you are on a PWI campus. ..but you can’t
let the social part get out o f hand with sororities....This past summer
I participated in [a program for science majors], which is designed
to encourage minorities to go to graduate school in a science field.
Moreover, Rita invited me to attend the summer program for science majors’
reception and project demonstrations. She had an exhibit and was obviously well versed
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in the science project that she had participated in because she was able to explain the
process to any guest who asked questions about her display.
Alice also believes in joining organizations, especially if they are culturally
based. She feels that participation in a culturally based organization is like being in a
support group:
I am in [a] sorority...a member o f [a group for engineers], and the
[national group for Black engineers]. At every [group for engineers]
meeting there is a company representative giving us helpful tips on
how to interview...and the [national group for Black engineers] is the
same way, [but] it is comprised o f all o f the Black engineering students.
So, it is like a support group. You network and you get to meet Black
students who have been there before you and you can help others who
are just coining along. Also, at the [national group for Black engineers]
conferences we have companies who come for the job fair with specific
goals o f hiring and recruiting minorities. So, out of all o f the campus
organizations [this one] has been the most beneficial to me.
While attending a meeting o f the national group o f Black engineers, I was able to witness
Alice and the supportive atmosphere and strong bonds that had obviously been forged.
The members shared information with each other and offered support through insight
into different courses or preparation for certain projects or exams. They also motivated
each other to strive for academic and job seeking success.
The participants suggested that one way Black women can alleviate feelings of
alienation and isolation is to become involved with groups that are primarily composed
of other African Americans. Thus, building a support network in which to meet and
assist each other as minorities on a PWI campus. Besides being involved in
organizations that are predominantly Black, the women who participated in this study
also have suggestions pertaining to collegiate modifications which they believe will
demonstrate a genuine commitment to diversity by the PWI. In so doing, they believe it
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will intensify noncognitive skills, such as self-concept, goals/aspirations, and motivation.
I assert that these suggestions should help to increase retention rates and persistence
levels o f some African American students, while also serving as rationale for an upsurge
in academic achievement. Yvette surmises her suggestions as follows:
I would say to study...get your priorities straight...party on the
weekend.. .stick to your goals. Join as many organizations as you
can that will not affect your academics. Meet as many people as you
can in your major and not in your major, and don’t be afraid to bug [the
university] about counseling for courses or whatever. Run them dry—
get your money’s worth....[This] is not a bad school, but you are on your
own, and there is not too much faculty who will help you. There are a few
[faculty] you can talk too, but the counseling is not worth the time.
As she continued, Yvette also had some thoughts about the university's role:
My freshmen year, we had like a big sister....She showed me around.
This was only the first semester and after that you are on your ow n...
there are a lot o f thing that you do not know... [The university] needs
to ...they really need to do something.. .you just have no idea and no
one to talk to—and you just go.
Angel was glad to provide words o f suggestions for African Americans,
especially for Black women, who are thinking about attending a PWI:
The advice I would give is not to get caught up in the party scene, don’t
go out on school nights...not for a movie, company [fHends], or a party.
...Go to class, because it is so easy to see friends in the quad who are
skipping class and you want to talk and gossip with them so you skip
class. Also,...don’t hang out in the quad....For females, I would say
don’t stay in Graham Dorm, and don’t mess with football players.
[Laughter] Not basketball players, just football players.
Rita advises other African American students who are thinking about attending a
PWI to be sure o f who they are before attending any college, especially a predominantly
White college or university:
Try to be sure o f who you are before you come here.. .try to define what
you will do as far as in the classroom, [and] what you believe....Study,
be focused, go to class, [and] talk to your instructors. [Also], I feel that
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more needs to be done to make African American students aware o f
programs. I found out about the [program for minorities in science]
through [a Black organization for my major]. So, if it had not been for
that club, I would have missed out on that program completely. I [also]
feel that [the university] should have some kind o f program or series o f
lectures or something to help you know what you degree area is really
like.
Now, Della beliefs that African Americans can have fun and still achieve at a
PWI:
Party when you can, but don’t be lazy. Do a little at a time, and don’t
procrastinate.. .study and do your work. Make the best o f it while you
are here. Make decent grades, try to stay above a 3.00 grade point
average, and you will be straight when you graduate...you will be
marketable, and I do think you will learn a lot.
Alice feels strongly about achievement and other issues at PWIs:
Study, visit your professors get help if you need to....You are here for
one thing only—that is to get through college, to get your degree, and
get out. You are here for the same reason that your White peers are,
and you may have to go through more o f a struggle but that is only
going to make you stronger in the end. [Also], try to get involved in
Black organizations where you will have a support group...take full
advantage o f the other things on campus like the wellness center, the
recreation center, etc.
Also, Alice had recommendations for the university, which she believes will motivate
many African Americans:
The university needs to do more than send out pamphlets about the
different programs that are available. There are many programs that
students do not know about...let the Black students know where the
African American Cultural Center is located, and that there is a center.
During your freshmen year, you are shown the ropes but after that you
are on your own. More needs to be done.
Besides [the university] spends all o f this money to recruit achieving
minority students, but then once we get here they don’t do anything to
keep us here. They could pay for us to have more tutorial services... in
all o f the degree areas at the upperclassmen level— for juniors and
seniors, not just for freshmen and sophomore subjects. They pay for
these services for the athletes. [Also], I am sure they could find some
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money to offer little $500 scholarships as incentives to keep up the good
work— it would really help.
The women in my study strongly feel that it is important for African American
students at PWIs to become involved in predominantly Black campus organizations, as
well as to study and to remain goal oriented. The participants also believe that not only
should other African American students think about the things they have shared, but they
also believe that there are some issues that many PWIs may need to address, such as
mentoring programs, advising, and providing incentives for achievement.
Conclusion
African American women have for centuries stood at the intersection o f race and
gender, which has required the noncognitive skills o f self-confidence, goals or
aspirations, academic motivation, and inner-strength to shoulder this dual role. The
female participants in this study identified, exemplified, and personified many o f the
themes that continually arose throughout their academic experiences.
There were many achievement factors that surfaced from the data. I discovered
that the parental educational stance for most o f the participants was one o f academic
achievement and nothing less was acceptable. Further, I learned that even when there
was no one to initiate high academic requirements, academic success was possible when
noncognitive factors, such as motivation and determination were utilized.
Also, the Black women who participated in this study closely identified with their
mothers and viewed them as their mentors. They saw their mothers as people to be held
in high esteem, as examples of strength, and as academic motivation. The negatives that
are often associated with the single parent headed household were not described by any
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o f the participants via their shared narratives. For the most part, academic success was
expected and instilled at an early age by the parents and schools working together.
Moreover, from the data I discovered that the racial composition o f the secondary
schools helped to prepare the participants for the reality of being an African American on
a predominantly White university campus. However, some o f the participants believed
that the racial make-up of their secondary school was not a factor in their learning
attainment. For them it was more about their self-concept and their assessment o f their
abilities. From the women in this study I found that educational motivation comes from
many sources, such as the possibility o f monetary gain, the desire to meet parental
expectations, and to pursue goals.
Even though the women who participated in this study were academically
successful and exerted the necessary effort to achieve, such as the goal oriented activities
o f time managing, preparing, and prioritizing, they were still reluctant to admit to being
smart. In addition, the participants have forged friendships that have encouraged them to
persist and achieve.
Furthermore, believing in one’s self and one’s abilities was also infused into the
hearts and minds o f the participants as a way to overcome obstacles o f racism and/or
sexism, which often evoked feelings o f alienation, isolation, and frustration.

In order to

combat this negativity, the African American women in my study drew upon the
noncognitive factors o f self-confidence, determination, and inner strength for support to
overcome these obstacles. However, their academic foundation was stabilized by their
strong religious beliefs, which have been in the past and are presently deeply ingrained
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into the life o f each individual participant. Moreover, the church provided leadership
opportunities, boosted their self-confidence, as well as being a support system.
In addition, nearly all o f the participants encountered difficulties while seeking
academic advising. However, some o f the professors have counteracted this negativity
by appearing to be genuinely concerned about all students, especially those o f color.
I assert that the noncognitive factors strongly influenced the continued academic
success o f each participant, as well as the persistence rate of each. All o f the
interviewees encountered a variety o f obstacles, such as alienation, isolation, racism,
sexism, and little or no encouragement at the university level. However, the barriers
were circumvented by the noncognitive characteristics o f the participants, which
included being determined, assertive, goal oriented, and motivated to achieve.
Predominantly White colleges and universities can assist with the process of
academic success by fostering a wholehearted belief in the potential of all students
(Krovetz, 1999). This needs to be demonstrated to Black students by a positive attitude,
mentoring opportunities, and faculty encouragement via optimistic feedback, as well as
constructive feedback that may be necessary to promote a better understanding o f the
course matter.
Repeatedly the participants revealed that being genuinely wanted or made to feel
that way was central to combating some o f the negatives associated with being Black on
a PWI campus. According to the data, such support and commitment from faculty and
staff o f the PWI can serve to propel African American students to overcome challenges,
and also promote noncognitive skills that can ultimately increase persistence levels o f
these students o f color. Also, this could increase the graduation rate o f African
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Americans who represent some o f the best and brightest students, while also providing
more opportunities for their continued success. Moreover, while there are some major
problems confronting Black students on these campuses, from my study I have found
that through the development o f noncognitive factors, challenges that often threaten
persistence are surmountable.
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CHAPTER IX
A DEPICTION OF VICTORY: SIX AFRICAN AMERICAN MEN
Most current theory and research on college student identity development
assumes that the process is uniform for minority and White students. Moreover, despite
research that has shown otherwise, some PWIs still operate under the erroneous
assumption o f African American homogeneity (Brown, 1994). In other words, the
illusion that all Blacks are alike has remained even after educational studies have
documented obvious differences. Still, there are many similarities among African
Americans, especially those at PWIs, as well as numerous dissimilarities.
In order to address these issues and others that I discovered from the data, I have
chosen to structure this chapter as follows. First, I discuss how parental expectations and
involvement in the pre-collegiate learning process affected the achievement o f the male
participants. Second, I explain the role mentoring has played in the academic success of
the male interviewees. Then, I clarify the pre-collegiate experiences, which helped to
foster a positive academic concept. Next, I discuss the motivational reasons responsible
for the participants' success. Afterwards, I explicate how friendship has assisted in
learning attainment, and then I talk about the motivational achievement strategies
employed by the participants. Next, I address advising concerns and faculty
encouragement, and after that, I describe success strategies used by the Black men who
participated in this study. Finally, I provide information from the data that hopefully will
motivate more African American students to achieve or continue succeeding at PWIs, as
well as offer suggestions to these colleges and universities that should increase retention
levels for some Black students.
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This chapter focuses on the six male participants in my study who had to
successfully negotiate the at-risk pitfalls o f single parent homes, low socio-economic
status, and racism to matriculate and progress through the maze o f academia. Chen and
Kaufman (1997) found that students who have two or more of these at-risk factors to
cope with will more than likely never graduate from high school, thereby never
experiencing the benefits of a college education. Throughout America, approximately
71% o f African American males graduate from high school; yet, only approximately 33%
graduate from college (Wilds & Wilson, 1998). These figures are staggering and when
combined with the added challenges that must be faced and overcome by attending a
PWI. it becomes even more urgent to find solutions to increase the collegiate graduation
rate for Black males.
Through my study I discovered a number o f noncognitive characteristics
exhibited by the male participants, which increased their ability to overcome pitfalls and
achieve. For example, they were autonomous, motivated, determined, and assertive
which served as bridges over the some times turbulent waters of the academic world o f a
PWI. Likewise, from the data I discovered that these attributes are closely associated
with high expectations, positive self-concept, strong self-confidence, and tremendous
determination, all o f which should further enhance the academic success levels for some
Black students attending majority race colleges and universities.
Moreover, the hopes, aspirations, attitudes, and behaviors o f African American
men are a major motivating force behind much o f their day-to-day interactions and quest
for achievement (Hill, 1992). Far too little is known about these characteristics in
reference to African American students, and even less is known about these factors with
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regard to Black males, especially at the collegiate level (Horn, Chen & Adelman, 1998;
Wang & Gordon, 1994). Therefore, my study adds to the limited body o f research, which
asserts that numerous achieving African American men have victoriously triumphed over
obstacles such as, racism, alienation, and isolation by their use o f noncognitive factors to
attain academically. Further, I argue that the use o f noncognitive factors like motivation,
determination, and aspirations all work together to lead to that college degree that has
been elusive for numerous African American students, especially Black males. Also, the
data suggest that it is imperative that a strong educational foundation is initiated during
the formative years. Moreover, varied noncognitive skills need to be developed, in order
for success to occur for some African American males, especially those who are at PWIs.
Parental Expectations and other Motivators
Some individuals, including educators, believe that the likelihood for success and
for intellectual growth depends partly upon ability, predisposition, family, and
community environment (Feagin, et al., 1996; Kunjufix, 1982; Trueba, 1988). For the
males who participated in my study, the home environment, while often not considered
traditional, served as a nurturing setting that provided for their upbringing and
educational underpinning.
John, a senior majoring in industrial engineering, who had a non-traditional
upbringing, had a twinkle in his eyes as he elucidated about his younger years:
My family—Well, I have an older brother, who is four years older than
m e...we grew up with my mother...who is actually my great aunt. She
has six older kids, but they were all grown and out o f the house by the
time she took us in...except for her youngest daughter who moved away
a couple o f years later. My natural mother passed away when I was three
and my brother was about seven. At that time my mother and father were
separated. So, my aunt became our guardian ...she raised us from that
time on.
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My aunt, she worked real hard and her work schedule was not typical
... .She worked early in the morning and late in the afternoon because
she was a school bus driver. So, I remember doing things like preparing
myself for school and coming home by myself when I was only in the
second grade. A latch key kid.. .1 was a typical latch key kid. I mean,
she provided well for us, and I love her like she is my mom.
As John continued to share facets o f his upbringing, he also clarified why he
credits his aunt with his academic aspirations:
I think my success goes back to my aunt. When she first took us in, she
thought we would have a better chance at a good education if we lived in
a better area than where we lived. So, since she was a school bus driver...
she arranged it for us to go to school in predominantly White areas....They
provided more opportunities than the ones in our Black neighborhood. It
may seem selfish to think like that but she did, and she just wanted the best
education for us.
Tyrone, a junior majoring in zoology, was also reared in a nontraditional domestic
style. Yet, it is totally different from John's. Still it was very instrumental in his
educational quest, as he explained:
My stepfather, my mom, my younger sister and brother, and I...w e all
lived with my grandmother until about four years ago. My mother met
my stepfather when I was two...my real father and my mother didn’t
marry...he left town before I was bom. He married someone else, so
we moved in with my grandmother. My mom and stepfather got
married four years ago, and then they moved out and got their own house.
My grandmother is who I live with.. .my mom is passive but I always
knew that I could not play with my grandmother. I knew her limits. 1
remember a long time ago, in elementary school I made something like
a D on test...m y grandmother punished me until...lawdeedah [a long
time]. She told me to go to my room and study and not to come out. So
then, my mother was like—I am going to ask you some questions and
you better know the answers. [Laughter]
On the other end o f the spectrum is a participant who is living in single parent
male-run household. This is unusual because the majority o f African American children
who live in single parent domiciles, reside in homes where women are the custodial
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parents (Hemmons, 1996). Chris, a junior majoring in management information systems
believes his father provided a home that was nurturing:
My two sisters and I have lived with my dad since our parents divorced
nine years ago. My dad has always been there for us even though he
may not be the one to say I love you, but just by what he does you know
it. We have always come first and foremost....He has always provided
whatever we needed.
Not only was his father the sustaining force in his life, but he also inspired Chris towards
educational attainment, as illustrated:
He believes you should be in your books. He even had a hard time
with me playing football...his attitude was— what are the chances o f
you going to college and playing football? For awhile, he did not see
the purpose it served towards going to college. He was more like, you
study, study, and stay in your books. [But] my mom supported my
decision to play sports, and even though they are divorced, they are
both still there for us. So, I was able to play football, but I had to take
a rigorous curriculum, and I graduated with honors.
According to the data, for some o f the African American male participants living
in a single parent household has been an effective and supportive experience. Moreover,
some of the men who participated in my study were not involved in any illegal activity;
however, for others that was not the case. For a couple o f participants, the lack o f
supervision due to their single mothers having to work long hours or more than one job to
support the family proved to be more than the young men could adjust to. Calvin, a
senior majoring in dairy and poultry science, believes that is exactly why he found
himself often in trouble during his formative years:
Oouu, I was bad, I was bad. My mother spent a lot o f her time
traveling because o f her job as a legislative analyst... .[So,] she stayed
gone a lot during my childhood. She [mom] is real stem—so, I have
always been afraid to get caught...but she was gone a lot, and I did not
really get a lot o f adult supervision, so I ended up in a lot o f things that
I probably shouldn't have been in [during] high school....My sister and
brother were away at college by my sophomore year. So, when my mom

163

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

was out o f town for her job, at night I could do whatever I wanted after
making sure dinner was cooked, and my grandmother was fed and I was
fed...but the supervision, I mean—I wouldn’t say there was any...because
my grandmother had bad knees and could not move about a lot. [Also],
I had access to anything [mainly because] I had a motorcycle. So, I could
go wherever I wanted to go. I use to drink and smoke....I got involved
with fencing. People would steal things.. .they would have me to sell it
for them. I would make a profit on the sales. I did—I probably did a little
stealing myself in high school.
Often for many African American males the teen years are very tumultuous times.
Perhaps, this is partly due to puberty and life adjustments that occur during that period in
one’s life. Still, there are difficulties that occur due to being male, Black, and also, living
in below average socioeconomic conditions. Frequently this transpires because the single
parent has to work long hours and, in so doing, leaves the children with little or no
supervision in order to “make ends meet.” Thus, sometimes not allowing for enough
guidance, teens may become involved in activities culminating in yet another at-risk
factor. This grim scenario is compounded by the fact that “25% of all Black men
between the ages o f 20 to 29 are either in jail, in prison, or on probation” (Jackson, 1996,
p. 68).
An almost lethal combination o f at-risk factors also triggered life and academic
changing incidents for another one of the participants. Corey, a senior majoring in
chemistry, almost became just another statistic because o f his surroundings. In the midst
o f the storm, his home environment as well had to be restructured.
Sometimes it is great for people to do that— ‘change your environment
a little bit and give yourself a chance to see what you can do’, that is
what I did. I prayed on it and God blessed me to go live with my uncle
who had a positive environment for me to live in....I could work around
that. [Because] for ten years we lived in a house by the projects. It was
peaceful and the only violence was women gossiping, but it was poor
ghetto. For me, it was a great place to dream.
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Then we moved into a house in the projects....M y mother had to do a
lot o f things.. .work very hard .. .many jobs.. .to help us make it. There
are six o f us—four boys and two girls.. .three are older than m e.. .two
are younger. The three older siblings each have a different father and
the last three o f us have the same father. [It was] a single home family
—with ups and downs like any other poor family.. .it was rough.
Uuuhhh, I mean it was rough—you know it was so rough.
Amidst such adversarial social and economic conditions, many children are
unable to flourish or strive towards attainment. However, even though some siblings feel
powerless to defeat the adversary o f poverty, and some may say, also the enemy o f a
single parent domain, other siblings are motivated to do just the opposite. According to
Corey that is exactly what happened in his home:
[We were] poor but we had love and dreams. Still, most o f my brothers
and sisters let their hope die.. .they made some bad choices.. .after that
they did not start stacking their chips back up, they just gave up. I
refused to let hope die...I was able to maintain and keep hoping for a
better future. I made mistakes, but I kept stacking my chips back u p ...
you have to get your life back after a mistake, fix things, and move on.
Keep going [and] don't give up.
There are numerous reasons why some African Americans succeed and why some
do not. Perhaps, sometimes, being constantly bombarded with negative images and
stereotypes has placed many young African American males in a cycle o f despair, thus
propelling them into a path of self-destruction where they finally succumb to the
unrelenting pressures o f society (Jones, et al., 1994). Corey strongly supports this
argument:
When I was in the tenth grade.. .some little best friends o f mine, [well]
we wanted to make us some extra money to buy some more clothes. I
already had clothes. I had worked that summer. The school had given
me a summer job, so I had money to uuhh—uuhh, to buy clothes. I had
great clothes—I just wanted more...that is the mentality o f the poor—
you want more and you want nice things.
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So, I got caught u p ....This guy who had transferred [from an out-ofstate school] had all o f the flashy clothes... [and] he also sold marijuana.
Uuhh, we asked him to let us sell some weed to our friends around school,
to make some extra money. The first moment we started to do it.. .we
got caught by the principal. We had to go to a hearing with the school
board....I had come clean....I told them everything, and they had told me
that they would put me back in school, but the other parents wanted their
children back in school if they allowed me to return. So, we were all put
out o f school from March until the next school year started. I learned a lot
from that experience.
As Corey continued with his narrative, he shared additional facts relating to how he was
catapulted into a new learning setting through his own goals and determination:
1 knew I had made a bad mistake, but I had a plan. 1 needed to change
and jump into another environment. So, I prayed on it and God blessed
me to go and live with my uncle. I moved out o f the projects to go and
live in a positive environment where 1 could get beyond my mistake.
My uncle had two houses.. .[and] he let me stay in one and he stayed
in the other. He paid the bills at both, but he charged me forty dollars
every two weeks to teach me responsibility. So, I worked after school
and on weekends to take care o f that, and I had to keep my grades up.
Well, that is how I was able to transfer to [another school in the parish]
where the atmosphere was different....[There] more Black and White
students wanted to go to college and I started thinking if they can do it,
I can do it. Then, I began to make A’s....I felt great....I loved learning.
[So] I begged the counselors to let me into some honors classes, just to
see what I could do. Once I got into those classes for the first time since
second grade, I began to make the honor roll.
Calvin and Corey were both reared by single moms, and both became involved in
illegal activity. However, Corey was the only sibling in his family who achieved while
Calvin was the only sibling in his family who was not achieving. Just as there are
persons who have siblings who are all achievers, there are also those individuals in the
same family who seemingly find academic success elusive. Calvin felt this was part of
the problem during his turbulent teen years:
O f course, by the time I was in the tenth grade both my brother and
sister were in college. He graduated from [an out-of-state Research
I university], and she attended [another out-of-state Research I
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university] for a year,...[but] she became home sick and returned to
attend and graduate from [the state university].
As Calvin continued with his account o f his struggles, he finally concluded that his life
and goals had to be restructured:
1 did not change until I got caught during my freshmen year in college
trying to break into a car with a coat hanger. Breaking into the car
was more difficult than I thought,...so I said forget it. [But] the whole
time I was being watched by somebody on top o f the roof. I ended up
being charged for possession o f an instrument o f crime...it was never
on my record because I did not actually break into the car...but that is
kind o f embarrassing. So, I transferred [here]....I left my high school
clique behind...[and] I started making A’s not that A’s are my goal....
I go into every class just to learn. Also, I want to make my family proud
o f me.
From the data I learned that for the males in my study who are attending a PWI,
ensuring success often required a desire to meeting parental educational expectations, and
having a strong feeling o f determination. Moreover, even with parental support, there are
sometimes other issues confronting Black males, for example peer pressure, poverty, and
little or no educational motivation. To overcome these challenges, the participants had to
utilize noncognitive skills, such as being goal oriented and self-confident. Not only did
the males in my study achieve through utilization o f noncognitive factors, but they also
benefited from their mentors.
Mentoring
African American students who are uncertain about themselves or their abilities
encounter mix results in their efforts to persist academically and graduate (Brown, 1994).
During the last decade there has been a resurrection o f mentoring to help solve some o f
these problems, especially when it comes to Black males (Brown, 1994; Bryant, 1996).
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Some o f the male participants who were troubled as teens underwent drastic changes due
to the guidance o f their mentors.
In his comments about mentoring, Calvin expressed that his mom’s brother, his
uncle, was like a father figure and still to this day neither his mother nor his uncle know
about his illegal behavior. Even though his uncle was unaware o f his troubles, Calvin
noted the positive impact his words had on his journey to academic fulfillment:
My uncle sat me down and was real stem when 1 decided to transfer
[here]. He told me, that if I was coming here to make C’s then I could
stay where I was, save some and keep on making C’s. I saw real logic in
that....It has always stuck with me, and so, I study with intensity. I think
how well I learn the material is reflected in the fact of whether I get an A
or B. I just go in to learn—however it comes out, is how it comes out.
(Smile) Most often it comes out pretty good.. .A’s.
Corey also had an uncle who was instrumental to his educational success:
After moving into my uncle’s house, he expected me to keep my grades
up and keep a positive outlook on life. He helped me know that I had
made a mistake, but that I could get beyond that. I had a chance to see
what I could d o .. .a chance to succeed, because o f my uncle.
However, Corey continued by explaining that he had more than one mentor who helped
to direct his life:
He owns a radio station in my hometown...[and] he is a very smart
man... [who] is loved by the community... .He has about twelve
daughters...well it seems like twelve, yet he treated me like the son
he never had by tutoring me many nights when I [transferred] schools
...so, that I could handle the rigorous course work of the honors science
subjects.
He calls me his son, and I call him Pop. When I make wrong choices
he does not— he understands that I made a mistake and he tells me
what I need to do to go ahead on and make it right....He tells me, it
ain’t going to kill me as long as I keep breathing. He tells me that he
loves me when I leave and come back from school. I don’t have that
kind o f love from my mom and others in my family and it hurts that
I can’t go to them for that kind o f support. [This does not include his
uncle].
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Some African Americans find mentors in fraternities, churches, and schools,
along with those found in the immediate family cluster. For Chris that was the situation:
My fraternity brothers are my mentors, as well as my family. We
[fraternity brothers] have fun together, but we also study together.
We all want the others to succeed and become whatever we want to be.
Also, my cousins who go to [a historically Black university], and are
doing real well—they are getting master’s degrees. They party and
clown just like everyone else; but they are very focused when it comes
to their studies, which helps me to remain focused.
Following along similar lines, John voiced his thoughts about his mentors:
I think some o f my friends who have already graduated are my
mentors because they have helped me to see what can happen.. .the
positive things that can happen...once you graduate. For me it is
motivating.
For Calvin, collegiate mentoring has been somewhat traditional; however,
because o f the PWI setting and the racial difference some may view it as unusual.
Nevertheless, Calvin credits an integral part o f the university with being central to his
academic success:
My m entors.. .definitely my professors. Definitely my professors—I
am really interested in scientific stuff, like genetics and molecular
biology. So, I have particularly developed good relationships with
those professors, (both White) and they are my mentors. They have
been a major influence in my drive, in my motivation, [and] my
ambition. Because o f them I see that my goals are possible. So, I
pattern myself after them.
Casey also found his mentor on campus, however he is Black:
Actually there is one person, who I know I can call anytime I have a
serious dilemma or I just need some advice. He is a good friend of
mine who use to be a teacher in the [local] school system, but now he
works on campus. He calls me sometimes and he will bounce problems
off o f me, and I will do the same with him. He has been honest and
candid with me, and I have found him to be someone I can lean on and
trust.

169

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

While mentoring is often important to African American collegiate academic
accomplishments, it is not always necessary. Perhaps, this is why Tyrone is antithetical
about having a mentor, “Huh, uhhh—I don’t have a mentor. I really don’t have one. I
have friends...good friends...but no mentor. It is just me—just me being determined to
succeed.”
There are many advocates for Black male mentoring programs, and during the last
few years there has been an urgent cry for more males to become involved in this effort
(Jones, 1994). Chris vociferously supports this view, and he offered this illustration
about mentoring:
There are not too many Black male students here for us not to be more
involved. We who are here need to have some kind o f fort. We need to
take a stand for a cause [and] that is why I joined Men Against Violence.
You have to take a dominant stand in something. I believe, if you have a
couple o f good males who are role models, then maybe other males will
join and do the same thing— be role models—be mentors.
For the majority o f the African American male participants mentoring was viewed
as playing a meaningful role in their academic success. While many would have deemed
some o f the participants as destined to be another statistic on the chart o f educational
dropouts or foreseen prison in their future, through mentoring their lives were redirected
towards academic success. Mentoring served to enhance the noncognitive factors o f
future aspirations, positive self-confidence, strong academic motivation, and definite
determination. For the African American men who participated in this study, the
combination o f mentors and noncognitive factors ameliorated many of the obstacles such
as living in a poor neighborhood, being involved in illegal activity, and being reared in a
single parent home, especially for those participants who were troubled as teens.
Furthermore, those male participants who chose a path o f academic success throughout
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their lives were able to continue or improve their achievement levels through the use of
mentors and noncognitive skills. While mentoring was significant to the success o f the
men in this study, there were also pre-collegiate influences that motivated them to attain.
Pre-Collegiate Educational Experiences
Studies have found that teaching can make a difference in the self-concept and
academic motivation o f disadvantaged students, and also, that noncognitive factors may
be an important influence on academic achievement (Arnold, 1993; Sedlacek, 1996,
1998). My study supports these findings and suggests that it is equally as important for
educators to assist students with overcoming negatives, as well as encouraging positives.
From the data I believe that this will enhance noncognitive factors, thus aggrandizing
achievement levels for some African Americans who chose to attend PWIs. Tyrone's
account o f how he became academically aware corroborates my assertion:
I attended a predominantly White large high school I really did not
know too much about the school until my 10thgrade year. Then this
guidance counselor who is Black started telling me— well you know,
you could be the valedictorian and I was like ohhh, well let's at least
try. Before that I just was not as aware o f grades or [of possibly]
being the valedictorian .. .1 was making A’s just to make A's. She
[counselor] really helped me a lot by just looking into many things,
like scholarships, [and] summer programs. She made certain that we
[African American students] got information. Sometimes, we [Blacks]
don't get access to a lot things, and I don't know if it is because we are
African Americans, [but] the good thing is that she would let us know
by giving us packets o f things, like applications [scholarship and
admission]. She really helped a lot....She helped me to get to where
I am.
Further support for this declaration was provided by Corey, who strongly believes
that many students miss out on opportunities for advancement because o f the
environment they live in, which forces them to attend schools which may not be as
supportive o f their educational needs as is necessary for them to do well. During high
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school, Corey was afforded the opportunity to live in a better neighborhood, which
provided access to an improved learning situation and he believes this is why he has been
able to succeed here:
I was in the 10th grade when I transferred to [another school in the
parish]. The atmosphere was different there because more Black and
White students wanted to go to college. So, I was like—hey I want to
go to college too. If they could do it, I could do it.. .and for the first
time since the second grade I began to make the honor roll again. I felt
great....I loved learning— I loved the environment and what education
was doing for me. I began to set goals and put the work in to bring them
to life.
Still for other participants the secondary years spent in a predominantly White
setting was where the journey for academic success as a minority on a majority race
campus first initiated. Casey noted that there were similarities between his pre-collegiate
and collegiate academic setting:
Most of my grade and middle schools years were at minority-majority
schools [predominantly Black], but my high school was different as far
as class and race was concerned. It was a majority non-minority magnet
school in New Orleans. I think academically speaking; it prepared me
very well....Quite honestly when I came [here] and even to this day a
lot of the concepts in some o f the classes, I have seen before. [This
university] is challenging but my high school was just as challenging.
Pre-collegiate educational endeavors for some participants initiated and/or
revitalized academic pursuits. Further, for some o f the African American male
participants in this study academic success occurred or increased once they were viewed
as academically capable and not underestimated nor underrated as learners. From the
data I also learned that some African American students simply need a chance, or a new
venue in which to flourish. For some o f the male participants in my study, achievement
occurred because they were academically motivated and prepared during their precollegiate years to succeed, as well as being goal oriented.
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Goals and Other Motivational Factors
Craving academic attainment may ensue because o f numerous factors, most o f
which are noncognitive. From the data, I believe this to be true for some African
Americans, including those who are attending PWIs. From the participants I discovered
that being goal oriented has strongly influenced their attainment levels. Echoing this
view is John’s depiction o f why he has maintained his quest for success:
I think that having a goal. Long-term goals have influenced me to
succeed academically. O f course, I have admired people who were
doing well...but more than anything it was the idea o f me saying to
myself, ‘Where would I like to be long-term?’ that has influenced me.
Even as a child I would say— ‘Oh, I like that—I want to be able to do
something like that.’
Furthermore, each participant exhibited a strong sense o f self. In other words, the
African American male participants strongly believe in their ability to achieve, which has
transferred into academic motivation. Additional support for this theme was found as
Tyrone revealed the following:
I don’t want to say—well they tell me I am very modest—very modest
about things. I don’t think I am a genius.. .the way some people say that
I am, [but] I think I am pretty smart. It comes from studying [and] I am
definitely goal oriented. I don’t stop until I get what I want, [and] I don’t
care how long it takes— I will pretty much go for it, [even]...if people try
to put me down or discourage m e.. .1 ignore those people.. .1 just go for it.
[laughter]
I also learned that it was crucial for the African American collegiate students in
my study to believe they could achieve because it increased motivation, or at the very
least, it helped them to maintain the effort necessary to meet the criteria for academic
accomplishment. Following along this line o f thought was Casey, who noted these
reasons for his academic success:
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I don’t think I am the smartest person in the world....I think I am
determined.. .dedicated... [and] diligent. I want to achieve and
succeed.. .1 want things to look forward to. [So] I have been...
rigorous in my preparation for class.. ..I am proactive. [It has been]
hard work....Through the years I have really put my iron to the
grindstone so to speak....So, it has been personal...I am determined.
... I want to achieve.
John furnished additional clarification about believing in one’s ability:
I am determined to do well....I think I am fairly intelligent...[but] I
don’t think that I am a genius because a lot o f things do not come to
me easily. I don’t give up... .1 don’t slack off... .1 am determined and
goal oriented.
Still for some participants academic motivation surfaced due to a deep belief in
the power of education from an early age, which Corey feels is the reason behind his
success:
I am a learner— I don’t consider myself smart. I have respect and
love for knowledge. I have been motivated and determined all o f my
life—all o f my life. I think you can’t give up— keep working on it. I
have to keep it together so that I can have a future. [You see], I used
to dream that there was something good about education...but I could
not put my finger on it. But once I started reading and acquiring
knowledge, it was fun. When I started applying myseif...I made A’s
...I am loving it [and] I am thirsty for that knowledge.
Not only do some students need to believe that they can achieve and that
education can improve their lives; they also need to be encouraged. I believe this can
stimulate academic motivation for some African Americans attending PWIs. Further, my
study supports the assertion that encouragement can enhance an individual’s academic
progress. As John reflected on his pre-collegiate years o f schooling, corroboration for
this theory was imparted:
Well during middle school I was in the talented and gifted program....
I think it does a lot for a child when they are constantly told that you are
talented and you can succeed. When you are in the regular classes you
are not praised as much. I think it is selfish to take a group o f kids and
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say those things to just them, when other kids have the same potential.
It did help a lot...the praise motivated me to do well.
More support for the assertions that noncognitive factors, such as being
motivated, determined, and goal oriented, as well as believing in one’s academic abilities,
are related to academic attainment was found in Calvin’s story:
I think I have always had the potential, [and] I don’t like the idea o f
being at the bottom ,...I am like no way. [So], when I look around me
...1 just try to look and see where I am amongst the crowd ....If they
are doing bad, I certainly don’t want to be anywhere near them, but if
they are doing well, then I want to at least keep up. [To do] I try to
maintain a mental toughness towards academics at all times. [So], I
am pretty intense....! mean I study until I feel comfortable with the
material.. .until I feel I can go in and take a test and do well on it. I am
determined to achieve...[and], I am self-motivated...[because] I am
here to achieve my goal, [which is to]...graduate, and get into medical
school.
Another reason for achievement surfaced as Chris shared his experience with me.
Admiration of his father’s sacrifices explains Chris’ academic drive:
My dad is a foreigner., .he is West Indian and my mom is Black. I
really admire my dad...he is the oldest sibling....He migrated to Canada
... [and] he worked and sent for all (seven) o f his sisters and brothers. He
did all of this with just a little mechanics apprentice job. Afterwards he
came to the United States. He never got a college education...but with
all of his determination... there is no doubt that he would have been a
doctor or something. [So,] I give a lot o f credit to my dad....[Also] he
paid everything that my scholarship and grants did not cover....I even
had out o f state fees. So, I just want to do well. I don’t want to let anyone
else down or myself. Also, I don’t want to sound like I am bragging but I
think it was just me.. .study—hard work and more hard work. I just push
myself extra hard.
From the participants in my study I learned that academic achievement occurred
due to motivation, goals, as well as believing in their academic abilities. Furthermore,
the data supports the assertion that noncognitive factors such as, a positive self-concept,
long-term aspirations, and a deep determination were all related to achievement for the
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African American men in my study. Sometimes the participants still found the need for
added assistance in the form o f friendship to help provide additional educational
motivation.
Friends Can Make A Difference
From the data I learned that the participants believe that friends can be nurturing
and supply an extra dollop o f motivation when they feel like just giving up. As John
illustrated below, often friends supply encouragement and support as the waters o f
academia at a PWI are navigated:
A real good friend o f mine listens to my problems and gives me advice.
He also encourages me by saying that things are not as bad as I may
think, or he may talk about something similar he went through and how
he overcame it, which makes me feel a little better.
As I observed Tyrone and his best friend during a university festival, I could see
the camaraderie and the mutual enjoyment o f the activities and each other’s company.
Moreover, when I witnessed them studying together, they seemed to genuinely enjoy
challenging each other’s knowledge. Therefore, I was able to witness why Tyrone
believes that not only can friends help with non-educational concerns, but they can also
enhance your academic aspirations:
My best friend here is—well, she is pretty much on my level. We push
each other—[laughter]— we push each other. Oh, yes!! We study.. .we
plan our days around what we are going to study and what time we will
study... .We get so hyped... [and] excited studying. She is a fun person
to study with. We definitely push each other and encourage each other
to do well....If we did not do as well as we thought, then we encourage
each other to work harder, to know it is ok—you have the next test to do
better, [and] it is ok because you did your best. [Also,] we like to do stuff
like playing at arcades, and going to the movies....It is not all about
studying....We go places ami just have fun, and that is what I like about her.
.. .1 can tell her about almost anything.
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Another example o f the empowerment of friendship, was given by Chris:
One o f my fraternity brothers is a good friend and he has a 3.5 grade
point average. So, I am trying to do better because I don't want him
to graduate with a higher GPA than me [laughter]. But, we push each
other to do well [because], we study together....We compete against
each other since we are both business majors we have some classes
together... .But we [also] help each other if we don't understand
something from a class. We want the other to succeed and become
whatever it is he wants to become.
Casey continued along similar lines as he spoke of his best friend whom he credits with
being a major influence in his academic and non-academic life:
My biggest supporter during the last few years has been the person I
am dating. We are both involved in pretty much the same organizations
and I can get honest advice from her. She is my best friend and my
girlfriend. We study together... [and] we just support each as much as
we can.
For the Black men who participated in this study, academic achievement was
enhanced by their friendships. Even with nurturing cohorts to provide assistance as they
advance through the collegiate network the degree seeking adventure often still required
the use o f noncognitive factors to persist in the face o f collegiate issues like racism,
alienation, and isolation.
Being Black and Male at a PWI
Achievement occurs for varied reasons and, for the students who participated in
my study, noncognitive factors such as determination and aspirations often provided the
extra boost that was needed to cope with issues o f racism, alienation, and isolation that
often stemmed from being a Black male attending a PWI. As John shared his thoughts
about being a minority on a majority race campus, some o f these challenges surfaced:
With some White students you can tell they are hostile. You can feel
that they are looking at you like oh, they are Black, especially if you are
doing well. They don’t like that at all, you can see it.... You can just see
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it. I don't use that as an excuse not to succeed, but I can’t ignore it...[still]
it is does not affect me Chances are those are some o f the same people
who may need my help with something like homework or a project. I am
like, if you have a problem with me, then that is your problem, not mine.
Problematic situations are numerous at the collegiate level for many African
Americans, yet achievement still occurs. From the data I learned that often being Black
and male on a majority race campus means confronting and surmounting obstacles not
faced by White male counterparts. Therefore, some Black students must thwart
misconceptions about their academic performance levels and cognitive abilities, which
may occur due to the misguided or archaic views about learning held by some educators
at PWIs. Corey shared a prime example o f this:
There is a stigma attached to every group o f people. We are thought of
as hip hop, always wanting to party, so the professor [White] may think,
well, he may know a little something, but I will find out how much he
knows. They [White professors] also can pre-judge you based upon
speaking in class. That happened to me in my calculus class. I knew the
professor thought I was stupid because of my questions, but I did not want
to make simple mistakes on the test. He would have an attitude that said
he thought my questions were elementary or I should know that, but when
I scored an A on the first exam—I got my respect. He said it was one of
the hardest exams he had ever given—he started calling me champ...and
his attitude changed after I made that A.
Furthermore, from the data I discovered that not only do some African Americans
have to deal with negative feelings that are projected by some professors, but also their
White peers may view them as undeserving or incapable o f success. Consequently,
Black men at PWIs may have to wade through inner turmoil that ensues due to this
inaccurate assessment of their academic potential. John profoundly illustrated this point:
I know that there is never a point where I feel like I am not an African
American student [on this campus]. I am always being constantly
reminded o f it...aware, yeah aware o f it. It is like you are always
pressured to do a little bit better. If I am not doing well, it is like I will
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be looked upon, as—oh, it is because he is Black. I just know that I
never forget that I am Black.
Calvin shared a similar story:
I get the feeling that here I am expected to associate only with other
minorities, and my peers—my White peers, expect me to be some
ebonic, non-academic illiterate. I get those vibes, those feeling from
how they talk to me, and how they seem to view me.
In addition, I ascertained from the participants that sometimes being Black at a
PWI became overwhelming, because they were never allowed to forget their race;
therefore, some o f the men experienced a deep fear o f failure. For example, Chris
entered the PWI setting dreading failure due to accounts o f minority attrition:
I was so afraid I would have to drop out my freshmen year because o f
what I had heard [about minorities having to drop out], until all I did
was sleep and study. I just knew I had to do well. [Also], I didn’t
want my friends who were going to local [in-state] colleges to say,
‘what are you doing back home,’ or ‘you didn’t make it.’ I just didn't
want that, and I didn’t want to let my parents or myself down. So, I
just started from the beginning to push myself extra hard. I would not
go out— I would just study. Sometimes, not to be influenced into going
to a party on a weekend, I would drive sixty miles to my cousins’, just
to keep from going to that party. Plus, my cousins study a lot and it
would give me a chance to study and to visit.
Still other concerns came to light as the participants shared their experiences.
Blatant racism was one o f those, and is yet another burdensome area that must be
addressed by some African Americans on PWI campuses. For example, Calvin was
adamant about this issue:
Sometimes in my major [agriculture]—well, we are in clubs and have
activities, and from the [Whites] in the group I have heard racial remarks
from them. More so, I have heard racial remarks from people I hang
out with. Those same people come up to me and shake my hand, and
ask me, how I am doing. To those people, I say as little as I have to. I
definitely do not want to be around them. I have heard the N word
often, and sometimes it is because they [White students] did not recognize
that I was around. When they did, they tended to look me in the eye like
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everything was cooL, and I don't like or really enjoy having to go
through situations like those. We want to feel welcome on this
campus, but I don't think the other aspect, the Whites [students], the
predominant side will allow it.
While Calvin has heard racial slurs, he has refused to allow it to influence his
academic success or his aspirations, as he further expressed:
I don't let it affect me. I mean I know my place—a few amongst many
type o f thing. So, it does not really affect me, as far as my attitude and
what I am here for. As far as that goes, I am here for an education. So,
I don't really care what anybody else thinks. They [Whites], can’t affect
my determination or my goal...[which] is to graduate and hopefully get
into medical school, and become a doctor... [and] to move on from here.
Casey continued along similar lines as he described in-depth an incident o f racism
which occurred during his tenure at a PWI:
I lived in the dorm with a Black guy on one side o f the suite and on the
other side there were two White guys, [who] were in one o f the White
fraternities here....We shared the same phone. So, I answered the
phone and he [the caller] said something stupid— I don’t remember
what, and so I made some stupid comment back to him. He then asked
who is this and I said this is [real name], and I guess he knew from my
name that I was probably Black and then he said, well why don’t you go
to Southern, where you belong....Then he started spitting out all these
racial slurs. Really for the first time I was—well, you experience racism
while growing up...but you have a support network— your mother,
grandparents, etc. You cope with things together, but then when I am
here by myself, on an island I mean if I had access to something that
I could have done some bodily harm to him, I probably would have. I
was really incensed. I was so mad—I have never been mad like that in
my life.
Even though the racially charged confrontation occurred, Casey firmly believes
that racism, which makes for a negative environmental climate can be overcome and
achievement can still continue. He clarified this belief as follows:
Yeah, it can definitely be hostile and alienating at times. But I say
build a support system—a network o f peers, instructors, staff members
— people you can count on. It is better to have them, then to be all alone.
Friends o f all races through organizations, [and] study groups have helped
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me. The.. .ties [support system] have helped me a lot and have aided my
progression here.
Also, the data supplied support for the argument that while success should be a
catalyst that eliminates some o f the isolation and alienation, it seems often just the
opposite occurs. For example, some African American students attending PWIs may feel
that because o f their academic abilities, they are being tolerated by some o f their White
peers. So, even when it appears that racial obstacles are being eliminated an individual
may determine that the asking price is too high, and therefore the separatism must
continue. Tyrone strongly supports this view:
Uuhh. worst experience—seeing old [former] White classmates who were
cool in high school, but now that we’re in college, it is like, ‘Who are you?’
They just walk past you, even if you are waving and saying ‘Hi!’ They just
look at you like you are doing something wrong. But if you get positive
attention from an instructor or someone, then it is, ‘Hi Tyrone, how are you
doing?’ or ‘How is everything going?’ but just before that it was...a blank
look.
My study supports the argument that having to deal with racism, separatism, and
isolation are unwanted and unnecessary impediments that many African Americans on
PWIs must cope with. Moreover, they need to do this while also remaining goal oriented
and academically successful. From the participants, I discovered that the negative
influences o f racism and alienation can be so oppressive that some Black students feel
unwelcome and unwanted. This can evoke feelings o f isolation, often requiring
noncognitive skills such as determination, clear aspirations, as well as self-confidence to
surmount these obstacles. In order to persist and ultimately graduate numerous
achieving African Americans attending PWIs must utilize varied strategies to continue
surviving academically.
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Achievement Strategies
According to the data, in order to succeed academically, the African American
students in my study drafted a blueprint for success. The male participants shared a
wealth o f information about numerous techniques for achievement that they fiave and are
presently using to maintain their intellectual pursuits and aspirations. In addition to the
traditional things like studying, the participants believe that African Americans who
choose to attend a PWI must employ other skills and strategies to persist. Chris talked
candidly about his reasons for success:
I read my Bible—I pray. I think they play a vital role in my success.
Also, I study—hard work—and more hard work. I study, go to class,
and then I go to work, and in between I study some more. Right
away I strive to do better, and I like it like that. I need that kind of
motivation to make the A's and B's. I know I can do a lot when I
apply myself. I am determined—I don't think o f myself as smart—I
just don't quit. When I apply myself I am as smart as the brightest
student in class and just as determined to succeed. We [African
Americans] must go for tutoring, go see our instructors, do the extra
credit work, and do everything we can. Pester the instructors until
they tell you that there is nothing else they can do or you can do.
Tyrone expressed similar thoughts about achieving at a PWI:
I just pray and believe, and I study, and work hard. Also, I guess it
is me, just being so determined. I really am determined— I am not
laid back about my education. I study early and it is like I attack when
I study. I am very intense, I am very focused—and I don't get stressed
out about test....I am confident how things will turn out because I have
studied and I have prayed. I ask God to help me before each test. I ask
him to help me by bringing forth what I have learned because I know it.
but I just need God to help me.
While studying has always been essential to academic accomplishment, Calvin
believes it is more how you study, than just studying:
Academically I am pretty intense. I try to maintain a mental
toughness towards academics. If I am looking at something that I
don't understand, I don't just push it away—I will study until I
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understand it. I will not just close the book, I will not give up, and
I will not let somebody else tell me—I will if I have to, but only after
I have exhausted my brain. I am definitely more determined than
smart. If I was not self-motivated, if I wasn't determined, I would
have dropped out or still be on academic probation.
Further, noncognitive factors continually surfaced in the dialogue o f the
participants as they conversed with me about the reasons for their academic success, and
about what they feel is needed to achieve at a PWI. Once again it was shared that
noncognitive skills such as being self-motivated, determined, and goal oriented are
required to succeed. Casey provided support for this assertion:
I go to class, I study, and I try not to procrastinate. I am proactive about
my academics. I am determined to do well. I am a dedicated and diligent
student. I just try to leam as much as I can inside and outside o f the
classroom. [You have to] ask questions in class—I have found that there
are no dumb questions. If you have a problem about a course, bug that
teacher, go to his office and ask questions. Most o f the time they won't
consider it as bugging, because they are just doing their job. Always
have a contact within the class in case you are absent or miss a point
during a lecture.
John's explanation o f his success formula was along similar lines as some o f the
other participants:
I am determined and goal oriented, and I think I am fairly intelligent,
which means when I am lost about a point—I ask questions. If it is
not during class time then I will re-read, look over my notes, call up a
classmate, or the next day I will ask questions in class. As a last resort
I will talk to the professor after class or during office hours. You have
to always be on top o f things—stay focused. I just approach each class,
just a little at a time. I do what is required. I do what is necessary to
meet the requirements o f an assignment, or prepare for a test, or do
research. I just do whatever is required. I do the homework, and I go
back and study stuff that was recently taught. So, when test time comes
I pretty much just need to review everything. Also, I think my belief
in God and prayer has helped me a lot.
Corey's summation o f the reasons for his academic success identified factors that
he believes can stimulate attainment:
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To stay here and be successful time management is important, don't
party too much and study daily, not just the night before a test—daily.
I am a learner—I don't consider myself as smart, [but] I attack
knowledge with a double edge blade, which means to do more than
one thing to prepare because you may miss something the first time
but the second time you will get it. [So] read, read, and re-read—go
see your professors—ask questions after class—run to the knowledge
not from it.
In addition, Corey believes that there are many facets to striving for achievement:
Not every Black man could be sitting here where I am today— [a
senior majoring in Chemistry with over a 3.00 grade point average].
I am blessed— I just thank God. I think if you mess up, there must be
a way for you to make up. Some people don't even want to make up,
but every time I have messed up and there has been a way to make-up,
I have. [Also], when things are hard, I don't turn away—I don’t shy away
— I just keep it together, so that I can have a future. I f you have that love
o f knowledge and Christ in your life, you can go— you can go— you can
succeed—you will do the work—you will achieve. You can do it.
I observed Corey, during one o f his chemistry classes and he follows the advice
that he shared because he sat up front, asked pertinent questions, and had his assignments
prepared and neatly done. Also, I observed Corey on his way to church one Saturday and
he believes religious convictions make a positive difference to academic success,
especially for African American students on a PWI campus.
All o f the African American men who participated in my study attributed their
academic success to noncognitive factors such as: determination, aspiration,
self-confidence, motivation, and religious belief, as well as, studying, attending class, and
time management. Since these factors continually resurfaced and each participant
strongly believes that they are responsible for their academic success, I avow that
noncognitive factors can be significant to achievement for some African American
students who chose to attend predominantly White institutions o f higher education. The
data suggests that achievement can and does occur despite obstacles like poor academic
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advising that are encountered by some Blacks on majority race campuses. Also, the
participants believe changes can occur when the university is genuinely committed to all
o f its students, not just some.
More Horrors and More Encouragement
Each participant has remained academically successful despite dismal rates o f
persistence across the country for African Americans attending PWIs. According to the
data achievement is highly likely if certain noncognitive factors are utilized (Sedlacek,
1998). My research adds strength to this argument. Still, the men who participated in my
study believe there are some concerns which need to be addressed.
One o f the areas the male participants feel is in dire need o f improving is the area
o f academic counseling. However, in John's view it is difficult to report some o f the
issues students may have experienced:
There was a counselor who acted like we were just taking up her time.
It was as if she did not realize that she is here for us. Perhaps she was
thinking that statistically you aren't going to make it anyhow, so why
bother me.
I did not report her, because how can you report a bad attitude or
defend that kind o f complaint. Her attitude pushed me to show her,
I was going to be here. She did my checkout for graduation [laughter],
and it felt good saying yeah, yeah, I have that class, and that class, and
that class, and to say is that all I need. [Laughter]
Calvin voiced comparable concerns:
I would say that the advising in agriculture is pretty good. But in basic
sciences, it is crappy. They lean towards certain students, usually the
White ones. Certain things are not made available to us...sometimes
you leave as confused as you were when you walked in. You don’t
feel like you have made any progress, but you know you are going
somewhere, you just don’t know where it is you are actually going.
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Tyrone shared a similar counselor’s saga:
it is just those counselors. They act negative or grouchy while helping
you. I went for help with scheduling and only got a degree audit—I
still did not have the answers to my questions. So, I just went to other
students and I did it on my own. You can't let those things stop you or
keep you from doing what you want to do.
While the area o f advising often caused feelings o f being unwanted, the
professors once again left many o f the participants feeling somewhat positive about being
Black at a PWI. Chris believes that his philosophy professor made a lasting impression
upon him, “I just learned so much from him. I used to go and seem him and he would
give me different situations that would make me think. He was about thinking, not just
reading a book. I really enjoyed his class.” Calvin felt such a strong bond with some o f
his professors that he views them as more than instructors, “I think o f most o f my
professors as my mentors...they have influenced my educational development....So, I
look up to them because o f their abilities.”
Many of the men who participated in my study believed that the professors helped
to make the challenges o f racism, alienation, and isolation more tolerable. This occurred
because often professors seem to encourage the participants which, for Tyrone, served as
motivation:
Usually I don’t like chemistry, but I had this professor who was great
because he made me become interested in his class. He was just loud
and very enthused about teaching, which is a good way to encourage
students. I like teachers who are happy in what they are doing and you
can see it, because it encourages me to learn.
I also had this zoology professor who had an interesting approach to the
subject matter. She would tell jokes or funny stories about every animal,
no matter what the species. Her approach was so direct and so real. She
knew how to relate things to us, to young adults.
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Not all students are able to persevere in the face o f feelings o f being unwanted or
simply tolerated. Often these feelings occurred due to negative treatment by some
academic advisors. On the other hand, the African American men who participated in
this study were able to turn their feelings o f alienation into positives because o f
noncognitive skills, such as determination, aspiration, and motivation. In addition, many
o f the participants discovered motivation from faculty, who were often encouraging and
helpful. The males in this study who are academically successful and have surmounted
obstacles in order to succeed, believe there are other issues that some African Americans
and that many PWIs still need to address.
Hope For the Future - Part II
The participants believe that there are numerous things that many PWIs can do to
help African American students persist. Further, some o f the participants think that there
are points that some African Americans who choose to attend PWIs may need to
concentrate on. Therefore, from the data I discovered that African American students
must take the initiative to ensure their success. Corey believes this to be essential to
survival on a majority race campus:
Oh yes, you will feel alienated and isolated, but try to be yourself.
Don't sit in the back o f the class—sit up front. Speak so that you can
be heard. Stand out, because you will anyway. So, take that position
and claim it. No White person will stand out like the one or two Blacks
in a class. Be a leader or try to be one, be courteous, do your work, but
don't be weak— ask questions, go visit your professors, read, and study
ahead o f time. You can make it.
Calvin voiced similar thoughts and offered food for thought for numerous other African
American students pursuing degrees at PWIs:
Sometimes you have to sacrifice going to a party or a game to be as
prepared as you can be for a test or class. Think about the future,
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your goals, and know that if you work now, you can be assured that
you will have something positive provided for your efforts. Don't let
anything distract you, stay focused, know what you want, and just do
it. It is your sweat, it is your blood, and it is your destiny.
One Saturday, as I was browsing at a local bookstore I encountered Calvin
who was studying and preparing for a test that he would be taking on Monday. This was
during the time o f a major football event because the home team was in the middle o f a
conference game. However, Calvin was deeply engrossed in his subject matter and
materials as he concentrated on sufficiently learning the coursework necessary to achieve
on the test. He was so deeply enthralled that he did not notice me observing him until I
stood next to him, and I had been watching him for over twenty minutes. Just as he had
emphasized earlier, Calvin was missing out on a game and festivities in order to prepare
academically and attain his goals.
Not only did the male participants have stalwart views with regard to achievement
techniques that Black students may benefit from; but they also had staunch ideas
concerning the role o f predominantly White colleges and universities. From the voices o f
the participants I have found that there is a need for some PWIs to make available more
support systems for increasing minority student academic success and persistence. For
this to occur and for it to be effective, Casey believes that the university must genuinely
want to move towards a more diverse student body:
The university may recruit African American students, but are they
just doing that and saying they want to be diversified because currently
it is the thing to do in higher education. I have actually been a part o f
recruiting other Black students by being an ambassador and speaking
at events and high school college fairs. Honestly, I don't think that the
support networks are very well established for Black students. I believe
mentoring programs linking lower and upper classmen would help. Also,
giving students the idea that they belong here—just the general feeling
that we are welcomed would help, because I don't think that feeling exists
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here. Also, it would help if the university retained more African
American students. From my perspective, I believe many students
are academically qualified to return, but they are not comfortable here,
so they don't.
As Casey continued, he focused on possible solutions to decrease the attrition rate for
some Black students at numerous PWIs:
I think if the university would show that they are genuinely interested
in Black students being here—perhaps by more African American
faculty and administrators, it would help. Sure, we all have to study,
but White students don't have to wonder if the instructor is a racist,
because most o f the time they are seeing someone who looks like them.
On the other hand, John believes that the university is trying to improve because it
has some programs geared specifically for minorities. Still, he also feels more should be
done:
I know they realize that it is not as easy for Black students to come
here because we do not have many o f the opportunities that White
students had while coming up. So, that is why they offer services like
the minority engineering program. However, financially more could
be done. I did not have the money to really come here being that my
mother is retired and I am an out-of-state student. So, some semesters
I had to work two jobs—one on campus and one off. I had to beat the
odds academically, as well as financially.
As he continued, John went on to express what he believes being academically successful
means to many o f the achieving African American students on a PWI campus:
It may not be an achievement to the rest of the university that we are
doing well, but to us it is an achievement. So, the Black faculty and staff
have gotten together, and they honor the academically successful African
American students annually. Many of us are first generation college
attendees. So, our success is a big deal—it is a big deal to us.
Perhaps the feelings o f minority collegiate achievement being viewed as
insignificant surfaces because o f the limited research conducted on factors that relate to
the academic success o f African Americans, especially those attending PWIs. Numerous
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studies have been conducted on the opposite realm o f minority failure, thus leaving little
research concentrating on African American persistence and academic attainment at
predominantly White universities and colleges (Allen, 1991; Anderson, 1988).
Therefore, majority race institutions o f higher education have few guidelines to structure
retention programs designed to eliminate feelings o f isolation, alienation, and that of
being tolerated instead o f welcomed. Still, Corey feels that PWIs can mandate agendas
that encourage African American student retention and in the process ease some of those
negative feelings:
There is a need for the university to do what is necessary to allow
Black students to be culturally defined on this campus. Now we have
the African American Cultural Center, but we need more. Some of us
may have sincere White counselors and that is all we need, but there
are those who are looking for advice from someone o f the same culture
— for Black counselors and Black faculty.
Furthermore. Corey believes that the university needs to reconsider monetary allocations
in reference to minorities:
[This university] has it, but they just need to do it. I think that often
it is painful to be poor and you may make silly mistakes because of
it. We need more money to be able to attend college. So, perhaps
funds could be put into programs to help achieving African American
students, because many o f us are from poor families; but then it should
be looked at as something to benefit society and America, not something
for minorities.
Tyrone also had some advice and offers these insightful thoughts to PWIs:
I feel more needs to be done to make us aware o f different programs,
such as the free MCAT course that I am trying to get into. I found out
about it from the president o f the [a minority organization], because he
had taken it. There are probably other programs or scholarships available
that we are just not told about. It is seems to be more a, ‘you do it yourself.’
They just don’t tell us; those things are not announced.
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He continued by voicing the following concerns:
Also, they can definitely work on mentoring. I did receive a little
mentoring my first semester, and after that I did not see my mentor
again. Black upperclassmen should be showing lower classmen how
they are getting through LSU, and the struggles they have met, and so
forth. I would not mind helping with mentoring someone—and others
could be recruited.
According to the male participants there is a definite need for the area o f
academic advising and mentoring to be addressed. The participants believe both
concerns need improvement. Furthermore, the participants believe that extra resources
are needed to help supplement the educational costs incurred by many Black students
who are first generation college students and often from economically disadvantaged
families. Moreover, from the data I ascertained that the participants believe securing
additional African American faculty and counselors would be very beneficial and
supportive towards Black students as they embark upon the journey o f persistence and
the plateau, which o f course, is graduation.
Conclusion
The Black men who participated in this study are all academically achieving
while attending a PWI. From them I discovered that the home environment, while
sometimes not considered to be traditional, can still serve as a supportive environment
that initiates high educational expectations, thereby being the catalyst for academic
motivation. Still, some o f the males in my study had to confront and move beyond the
challenges o f peer pressure, poverty, and little educational motivation. To combat these
problems, noncognitive factors like being goal oriented and self confident in their
abilities helped them to start achieving.
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Achievement occurs due to a variety o f reasons. For the majority o f the
participants, mentoring was considered to play a meaningful role in their academic
success. Further, pre-collegiate educational endeavors assisted with learning attainment.
Also, some o f the African American men in this study believed that academic success
occurred or increased once they were viewed as academically capable by their parents
and/or teachers. They additionally viewed their close friends as suppliers o f
encouragement and support through stressful times. Friendship and noncognitive skills
like a positive self-concept, long-term goals, and a deep determination to succeed were
all vital to the participants, as they dealt with surmounting the challenges o f racism,
alienation and isolation they encountered on a PWI campus. From the data I learned that
issues o f racism needs addressing, as well as concerns about academic advising. Further,
the data suggests a need for more opportunities for students to be mentored and for more
scholarship dollars to be available for achieving Black students. Also, according to the
participants I ascertained that there is a need for more African American faculty and
counselors on this PWI campus, if the university is serious about its commitment to all
students, especially the Black ones.
In spite o f the varied obstacles, the African American males who participated in
this study and who are attending a PWI have been able through the use o f noncognitive
factors to matriculate and persist at the collegiate level with grade point averages that
qualify them as achievers. Therefore, this study provides support for the argument that
the inclusion o f noncognitive factors as academic determinants by more PWIs could
increase retention rates for numerous African American students, who are increasingly
attending majority race colleges and universities.
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CHAPTER X
SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS
The purpose o f this study was to explore the reasons some African American
students at predominantly White colleges and universities are able to ensure and continue
their achievement. Also, this study investigated the motivational strategies utilized by
some Black students on a PWI campus to overcome obstacles while maintaining their
academic success levels. The women and men who participated in this study were often
diverse in how they viewed their lived experiences. However, repeatedly many o f the
same achievement and coping strategies emerged. In order to conduct this research, case
study methods were utilized to answer the following questions:
1. What strategies do achieving African American students at PWIs
use to ensure and continue their success?
2. What motivates achieving African American students at PWIs to
overcome obstacles and succeed academically?
This chapter begins with a summary o f the results that were reported in chapters
VIII and IX. Conclusions from these results are then presented. The discussion that
follows places the conclusions reached in perspective relative to previous research on
noncognitive factors and academic success. Implications for predominantly White
institutions and researchers are suggested, as well as for African American students who
are or will be attending a PWI. Finally, recommendations for future research are briefly
discussed.
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Summary and Conclusions
The research questions were answered through interviews, observations, and life
history data which revealed that many experiences influenced the academic achievements
o f the participants prior to their enrollment at a PWI. Some o f the initial experiences
occurred in the academic arena, such as elementary and secondary schools. However, the
majority o f the encounters transpired at home and/or at church. Moreover, throughout
the collegiate pursuits o f the participants the noncognitive factors that were instilled
during the formative years were heavily relied upon to ensure and continue success, as
well as to overcome obstacles.
In reference to elementary and secondary education, many o f the participants
attended schools that had high learning attainment levels. In other words, most o f the
African Americans who participated in this study were expected to do well throughout
their pre-collegiate years. Still, even when the elementary or secondary schools had
problems (fighting, teen pregnancy, drugs) that were not conducive to learning, the
participants were motivated to achieve because o f their families’ expectations or because
o f their own desires to excel. For example, most o f the participants were expected by
their parents/guardians at an early age to make “good grades,” and also they were made
to believe that they were capable o f earning those good grades. Moreover, nine o f the
eleven participants were reared in mother-headed single parent homes, while one was
reared in a father-headed single parent home. Only one o f the participants was reared in
a home where both parents were present. Yet, even when there was no one to initiate
high academic requirements, educational attainment still occurred through the use o f
noncognitive factors (determination, motivation).
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Being determined and motivated to achieve continued at the collegiate level for
most o f the participants, but for a few the desire to attain academically did not surface
until after the first year o f college. Still, all o f the women and men in this study
employed various noncognitive factors, such as a fierce determination, accurate academic
self-evaluation, and long-term goals/aspirations as motivation for success, as well as
achievement strategies.
In addition, motivation was garnered from their mentors, friends, churches, and
other support networks. The women participants were mentored and inspired by their
mothers, while the male participants were mentored and inspired by fraternity brothers,
family members, and faculty. All of the participants have friends who play significant
roles in their academic success. Sometimes the friends were “sounding boards,” study
partners, and “cut-up in public” pals, but most o f all they provided motivation for
continued success.
For the participants, motivation often stemmed from a strong self-concept, the
thrill of a challenge, love o f learning, as well as believing in their abilities to succeed
which was united by deep religious convictions. From the church many o f the
participants were given leadership opportunities, encouraged in their academic pursuits,
and taught to believe in a higher power, which would help them to overcome obstacles.
Their religious beliefs served to propel the women and men who participated in this study
over hurdles o f sexism, racism, alienation, isolation and separatism.
From the data, I discovered that the participants relied upon their noncognitive
skills and religious upbringing to surmount the obstacles o f racism and sexism. For some
o f the women, pursuing a degree in a non-traditional area often placed them in the midst
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o f a sphere largely dominated by White males. Therefore, they had to not only deal with
racism, but also sexism. In order to triumph over this dual sword, the women were
determined, motivated, goal oriented, and spiritually grounded. Still, I was puzzled by
the fact that while the African American women participants entered the PWI with higher
secondary grade point averages and ACT composite scores than the Black men
participants, all o f the females have lower collegiate grade point averages than the males.
Perhaps, this is due to the feet that all of the African American women viewed their
mothers as their mentors and looked to their moms for assurance and guidance.
However, once enrolled at a PWI they were on their own with their lifelong mentors
(moms) no longer by their sides on a daily basis. Conversely, the males all had mentors
who were on campus, such as fraternity brothers, professors and/or friends. Therefore, I
believe that not having a mentor nearby may have adversely affected the grade point
averages o f the African American women who participated in this study. On the other
hand, the men who participated in this study had mentors on campus, which I believe
served as positive stimuli for their grade point averages.
Moreover, the African American male participants employed many o f the same
noncognitive factors as the Black women in order to deal with racism. However, the
males seem to encounter more blatant episodes o f racism than the females. Yet, the
racial climate for some o f the females was so alienating until they could only think o f
themselves as “Black” not as Black women, just “Black.” Perhaps that is why so few o f
the women participants cited incidents of sexism. Still, many o f the participants met
racism in the area o f academic advising, especially when it was in a college degree major
with few African American students. Also, while at this PWI all o f the participants had
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at one time or another felt alienated or isolated because o f racism. Fleming (1984) cites
racism which usually culminates in isolation as a reason for a poor social life for African
Americans, especially women who chose to attend PWIs. My study supports Fleming's
findings because even though all o f the participants are actively involved in many
organizations and attend numerous activities on campus, only four o f the eleven
participants mentioned dating. Only one of the four participants who talked about
presently dating someone was a female; therefore, as Fleming (1984) found for Black
women on PWI campuses socialization is often limited at best. Also, this could be
another reason why the Black women in this study, while achieving are not attaining at
the levels they did during their secondary educational years. Therefore, my study
supports that racism is alienating and isolating for countless African Americans attending
PWIs.
In addition, my study lends contradicting evidence to the finding of MacKay and
Kuh (1994) who found that when African Americans are involved with organizations and
attend extracurricular activities there is no alienation. All o f the Black women and men
who participated in this study were actively involved with organizations, as well as
having attended innumerable programs. However, they all still experienced deep feelings
o f alienation and isolation. Moreover, my study disagrees with the findings of DeSousa
and King (1992) who found that Black students on PWI campuses no longer have lower
levels o f involvement than their White counterparts. DeSousa and King examined
involvement based upon library usage and attendance o f union activities, as well as
involvement in clubs and organizations by African Americans on a PWI campus. Even
though the participants in my study and the DeSousa and King study were actively
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involved, they were still systematically denied opportunities to be a full part o f the
university community, mainly due to racism. Therefore, numerous African Americans
who chose to attend PWIs must overcome the detrimental challenge o f racism in order to
persist and attain. Moreover, I found that whether racism is blatant or surreptitious, it is
still an unwarranted challenge that many African American students who choose to attend
PWIs must overcome, especially if they are to be academically successful.
In addition, I found that all o f the participants utilized the strategy o f developing a
support system to help them overcome the obstacles o f alienation and isolation that they
experienced on a PWI campus. The participants strongly feel that African Americans
attending PWIs can circumvent these feelings by becoming involved and participating in
predominantly Black campus organizations. Also, they believe that developing
friendships with other African American students and faculty members who appear to be
genuinely interested in the success o f students o f color can help make a PWI less o f a
"chilly climate.”
Discussion
Increasing retention and graduation rates o f African American students should be
important considerations for predominantly White institutions o f higher education,
especially since the majority o f Black students attending a college or university is
enrolled at a PWI. This trend has steadily increased throughout the last twenty years and
currently approximately 80% o f all African American students are attending a majority
race college or university (Wilds & Wilson, 1998). However, the graduation and
persistence rates are not increasing accordingly.
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Therefore, currently several researchers have found that noncognitive variables
serve as accurate indicators o f academic performance for African Americans and women,
as well as may assist in the retention of these students (Arnold, 1993; Gerardi, 1990;
Neville, Heppner, & Wang, 1997; O’Callaghan & Bryant, 1990; Sedlacek, 1996, 1998;
Steele, 1997). As noted previously, such variables have been given relatively little
weight compared to grades and standardized test scores (Cole, 1997; Sedlacek, 1998;
Wilds & Wilson, 1998). Consequently, numerous colleges and universities still rely
heavily upon cognitive factors such as grades and standardized test scores, which have
proven to be inadequate tools o f prediction o f college success for African Americans and
women (Ancis & Sedlacek, 1997; Neville, Heppner & Wang, 1997; Sedlacek, 1996,
1998).
This study adds support to the reasons predominantly White colleges and
universities should want to incorporate the use o f noncognitive factors in predicting
academic success for some African American students on their campuses. All o f the
Black women and men who participated in my study ensured and maintained their
academic success by employing noncognitive factors, such as a positive self-concept,
fierce determination, realistic academic self- evaluation, and long-term goals/aspirations.
Furthermore, the fact that the participants also recognized and dealt with racism
and/or sexism through the use o f these noncognitive factors enabled them to continue
being academically successful. Moreover, the majority o f the participants attributed
being able to overcome obstacles o f alienation and isolation to their strong religious
convictions. All o f these factors are very important because Fleming (1996) found that
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negativity such as racism and sexism can cause some African American students on PWI
campuses to lose their academic motivation.
The findings o f this study adds further support to the research of Tracey and
Sedlacek (1984; 1985; 1987 & 1988) and Sedaleck (1991, 1994, 1996, 1997, 1998) on
African Americans, as well as Ancis and Sedlacek (1997) on women which all showed
the predictive value o f nontraditional learning to the success o f those groups (Wilds &
Wilson, 1998). Still, the few women participants who believed that they had encountered
incidents of sexism bewildered me. Perhaps, I was perplexed because the African
American women participants were majoring in areas that traditionally have few Black
females enrolled, such as accounting, bio-chemistry, engineering, psychology, and
microbiology. Therefore, I expected more incidents o f sexism to occur. However,
because all of the Black women had encountered numerous episodes o f racism, I wonder
if the pain o f these incidents did not overshadow any sexist occurrences, thereby
eliminating sexism from the minds o f these African American women.
Still, my study adds further support for the findings that substantiate that
noncognitive factors are the strongest predictor o f future academic success for African
American students attending PWIs (Arnold, 1993; Gerardi, 1990; O’Callaghan & Bryant,
1990; Sedlacek, 1991,1994, 1996, 1998, Steele, 1997; Tracey & Sedlacek, 1984, 1985,
1987, 1988). However, I assert that for African Americans to overcome obstacles and
achieve academically at PWIs they must successfully integrate noncognitive and
cognitive skills. In other words, Black students who interweave noncognitive and
cognitive skills to shatter barriers to ensure and continue their success are just as
cognitively capable as students who may rely only on cognitive skills. Therefore, I argue
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that “noncognitive” should not be used as a term for identifying the skills used by
numerous minority students to persist and achieve academically, especially while
attending PWIs. Noncognitive seems to imply a lack o f cognitive ability. Conversely, I
firmly believe that to successfully utilize the factors o f determination, aspiration, selfevaluation, and motivation as tools to triumph over the agony o f racism and sexism, as
well as alienation, isolation and limited if any support from faculty and staff requires
tremendous cognitive effort and ability. Consequently, the African American women and
men who participated in this study were able to rely upon multiple success strategies and
intellectual competencies to persist and achieve at a PWI.
Implications for PWIs
The findings o f this study have implications for faculty and staff at numerous
predominantly White colleges and universities. The findings highlight the need for
noncognitive factors to be utilized as retention and graduation predictors for many
African Americans who choose to attend majority race institutions o f higher education.
Predominantly white colleges and universities can further accommodate the needs o f
numerous African Americans on their campuses by simply helping them to feel that they
are genuinely wanted and not just being tolerated. This can be done through providing
strong support systems, such as mentors, role models, and others to act as positive
influences, and also to assist with overcoming obstacles encountered by being Black on a
predominantly White campus. Further, hiring more African American faculty and
advisors can contribute to a more receptive climate. This will provide access for some
Black students to more university personnel o f their own race in which to identify and
interact. For some African American students attending PWIs this is imperative.
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Evidence from previously mentioned studies and my research suggests that there
is a great need for predominantly White colleges and universities to develop and utilize
noncognitive factors when assessing and predicting the retention and graduation rates o f
African Americans. There is an urgency to address this issue because African Americans
are increasingly enrolling on majority race campuses, but they are not graduating at the
same rate. For example, approximately four-fifths o f all African American students in
college attend predominantly White institutions (Center for Education Statistics, 1997;
Wilds & Wilson, 1998). Yet, approximately three-fifths o f all African American students
leave college before graduating (Steele, 1992). Furthermore, the attrition rate increases
substantially when the institutions are predominantly White (Allen, 1991; Cater &
Wilson, 1992; Fleming, 1984, 1996; Sedlacek, 1998). However, using noncognitive
factors and helping to enhance them through genuine encouragement by faculty and staff,
mentoring programs, and campus organizations may result in an increase in the number
o f African American students persisting and graduating from predominantly white
colleges and universities. These things are needed because often African Americans
attending PWIs encounter racism, which can decrease their academic motivation.
Moreover, Black women must deal with sexism, as well as racism, which can cause even
more adjustment problems. Furthermore, many African Americans who choose to attend
predominantly White colleges and universities receive little or no academic
encouragement. All o f these factors contribute to numerous Black students on PWI
campuses feeling alienated and isolated which for many ultimately decreases their
retention and persistence levels.
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While there are countless programs currently in progress at PWIs across the
country, I believe that aspects o f certain programs may offer an avenue for change for
PWIs that are truly committed to creating a warmer climate for minority students. Some
PWIs offer an undergraduate academic affairs student internship program. At Colorado
State University their program is designed to provide one-on-one mentoring opportunities
for students to focus on career goals and provide an intimate connection to the university
community. Interns receive one academic credit or payment, which is decided in
advance. Also, Colorado State University provides freshman experience success teams
each Fall as a way o f helping new students learn about student advising, career and
counseling services on campus, social life, library and computer resources, and study
skills. Also, I discovered that Indiana State University offers a community education
program, where students are appointed for one year to plan and implement a variety o f
programs designed to help dorm residents better understand and appreciate the rich
diversity o f the university community and society as a whole. Students receive tuition,
room, board and a $1000 cash stipend for a twenty-hour a week commitment. In
addition, Indiana State University has a student advocates office and peer mediation
program to assist students with resolving problems they are facing. Furthermore, North
Carolina State University has a similar plan. At North Carolina State University there is
a trouble shooter program where students can e-mail a description of their problem along
with a phone number where they may be reached and a university official will investigate
the problem. The students are promised that either they will be assisted with correcting
the situation or they will be given a reason why that situation cannot be corrected. While
I believe that implementing the aforementioned programs would tremendously improve
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the environmental climate on many PWI campuses for African Americans, I also firmly
believe they would improve the climate for all university students, especially minority
students at majority race universities and colleges.
It is imperative that PWIs incorporate programs that will enhance the educational
experience for minorities, especially African Americans. Presently, approximately 80%
o f African Americans attend predominantly White institutions o f higher education
(Center for Education Statistics, 1997; Wilds & Wilson, 1998). However, approximately
62% o f all African American students leave college before graduating, and the numbers
are worse when these students chose to attend PWIs (Steele, 1992; Wilds & Wilson,
1998). Moreover, African American students attending PWIs are less likely than Whites
to graduate within five years (Neville, Heppner & Wang, 1997; Sedlacek, 1998; Smedley,
Myers, & Harrell, 1993). There is a definite urgency for PWIs to incorporate programs
that will increase persistence and retention rates of their African American student
population.
Suggestions for Further Research
Studies should be conducted on the noncognitive factors utilized by academically
successful African American students attending other predominantly White colleges and
universities. Specific attention should be given to how noncognitive factors affect the
retention and graduation rates of African Americans, and women in particular. Finally,
longitudinal studies are recommended on the academically successful students, as well as
those who are not achieving, in order to gain additional insight on the impact that
noncongitive factors have on their academic lives of African American students attending
predominantly White colleges and universities.
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APPENDIX A
PRE-INTERVIEW FORM
Please complete each item by filling in the blank.
1. Name________________________________________________
First
Middle
Last
Home Address________________________________

Baton Rouge Address.

2. Phone #

Beeper #

3. Age__________ 4. Date o f Birth_____________________
5. Place of Birth_________________

___

___________

6. Name o f Parents—Mother______________________________________
Address_____________________________________________________
Occupation___________________________________________________
Father_______________________________________
Address_____________________________________________________
Occupation___________________________________________________
7. Who did you live with while growing up?_________________________
8. How many siblings do you have? Sisters___________Brothers_______
9. Do you have any step-siblings? Stepsisters______________ Stepbrothers
10. Which child are you? Ex.—oldest, youngest, etc.___________________
11. Will you be the first college graduate in your fam ily?_______________

218

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

12. Do you live on campus?___________ If yes, which dorm_____________
If you do not live on campus, where do you live?—Ex. parents, apartment

13. Name o f High School Attended___________________________________________
Location______________________________________________________________
14. Type of School—Ex.-public, private, religious, etc.__________________________
15. High School Overall Grade Point Average___________ High School Rank_______
16. LSU Overall Grade Point Average

ACT Composite____________

ACT SCORES—ENG________ MATH_________SCI_________ READ________
17. Please list any scholarships or financial aid awards you are receiving or have received

THANK YOU FOR YOUR HELP AND COOPERATION!!!!!
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APPENDIX B
FLYER

AFRICAN AMERICAN STUDENTS*
NEEDED
TO
Make a difference
Voice your feelings and opinions
Share reasons for your success
Help other African American students to
become academically successful
Voluntarily participate in a dissertation study
about your success at LSU
♦must have a 3.0 or higher overall grade point average
♦be ranked as a junior or senior
♦for more information call— Rose Mary at (Phone #)
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APPENDIX C
CONSENT FORM
SHATTERING THE BARRIERS: ACHIEVING AFRICAN AMERICAN STUDENTS
AT PREDOMINANTLY WHITE INSTITUTIONS AND THEIR
REASONS FOR SUCCESS
Investigator Rose Joubert-Thompson—Phone Number (225)
Faculty Advisor: Dr. Becky Ropers-Huilman—Phone Number (225)
My intent is to raise questions and generate ideas regarding the relationship
between noncognitive factors such as self-concept, academic motivation, goals/
aspirations and the academic success o f African Americans attending Louisiana State
University.
The research will be conducted through three to four interviews and observations
(in the classroom, on the job, and/or with family/friends); which should be a total o f
about 12-15 hours o f time during the Fall Semester o f 1998. Also, a review o f
transcripts, writing samples (essays, journals), ACT scores, and any other pertinent data
you may want to share with me will be used.
Participation in this study should help answer, WHY DO SOME AFRICAN
AMERICANS SUCCEED AT PREDOMINANTLY WHITE INSTITUTIONS,
DESPITE THE ODDS? Hopefully, this information will help increase academic
performance and achievement o f other African Americans on predominantly white
college and university campuses.
Confidentiality will be provided through the use o f a fictitious name, which will
be assigned by me. Your identity will not be revealed. Also, if necessary you may call to
discuss any concerns or withdraw from the study at any time without any penalties.
Additionally, it is understood that the transcripts may be used in public
presentations including, but not limited to, audio or video documentaries, slide-tape
presentations, plays, or exhibits. It is further understood that the transcripts may be used
for publications including but not limited to articles, books or newsletters.
I have been fully informed o f the above-described procedure with its possible
benefits and risks and I give my permission for participation in the study.
Subject's Signature_____________________________________Date_______________
Address__________________________ City_______________________ State_______
Phone Number
Beeper #_____________
E-mail Address__________
___

221

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

APPENDIX D
RESEARCH INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
I am interested in learning about how you have remained academically successful in
college, and would appreciate your thoughts about this topic.
Please state your name__________________________ and college rank_____________
1. Describe your high school?
2.

How did it prepare you or not prepare you to succeed in college, especially LSU?

3. Please tell me about your family. Describe them to me.
4. What was your life like while you were growing up, who did you live with?
5. Is there someone in your family you can go to for support? You know the person
you can talk to, maybe they just listen and/or maybe they advise you. Why?
6.

In what ways are your family member(s) supportive o f your educational efforts,
especially here at LSU?

7.

How many o f your siblings have gone to college?

Where?

Why?

8. What or who has influenced your academic success? How?
9.

How would you describe yourself academically?

Ex.-smart, determined, etc.

10. Describe your best friend here at LSU? Has the friendship helped you to succeed
academically?
11. How do you feel being an African American student at LSU?
12. How do you feel being a female/male student at LSU?
13. Who is your mentor?

At LSU or wherever?

14. What or who has helped to prepare you to succeed at a predominantly White
university?
15. What are the reasons for your academic success?
222

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

16. Has there been a process to your success?—What things have done throughout your
life which have and are helping you to achieve academically at LSU?
17. Why do you feel you have been able to succeed at LSU and other African American
students have not?
18. Are you working while attending LSU? I f so, where and how many hours a day or
week do you work?
19. How do you feel working or not working has affected your academic performance?
20. How would you describe your family income-wise—average, above average or below
average?
21. What things are you doing now to maintain or improve your academic success?
22. Describe your favorite teacher at LSU? Why, is this person your favorite?
23. Describe your favorite class? Why is or was this your favorite class?
24. How do you feel about the advising and/or counseling about your education here at
LSU? Has it helped or not helped and Why?
25. What things are being done by LSU to help you succeed?
26. What is your most memorable experience at LSU?
27. What is your worst experience at LSU?
28. What are your goals for the next two years? What are your long-term goals?
29. Are you at the point where you believe or think you should be? Why?
30. How do you feel about the environmental climate here at LSU—is it receptive,
hostile, etc.

How have you handled it?

31. Why did you decide to attend LSU?
32. If you had to do it over, would you come to LSU? Why or why not?
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33. What advice would you give to other African Americans who are thinking about
attending LSU?
34. What other questions do you feel I should ask as I conduct my study?
34. Is there anything else you would like to share with me for my study?
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APPENDIX E
INFORMATION LETTER ON STUDY
Rose Mary Joubert-Thompson
P. O. Box
Baton Rouge, LA 70896
(225)
Email
July
TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN:
Your valued assistance is needed for a research project that I believe will be a ground
breaking study. Specifically, your help is needed in compiling a list o f students whom
you feel could contribute and would benefit from participation in this research project.
The purpose of my dissertation study entitled, "Shattering the Barriers: Achieving
African American Students at Predominantly White Institutions and Their Reasons for
Success," is to examine the relationship between noncognitive factors and achievement of
these students. My intent in this exploratory study is to raise questions and generate
ideas, which hopefully will help us all understand the ways that educators can support
increased levels o f academic success for African American students at predominantly
White institutions o f higher education. Therefore, I appeal to your commitment to a
better educational environment for all in asking for your help in identifying potential
participants for this research project, which hopefully will contribute to the enhancement
o f the educational experience for many students.
Thus, I need your help in locating African American juniors and seniors who have
maintained a 3.00 or higher grade point average while attending LSU. I am particularly
interested in a student or students whose success can be shared with others, and who
perhaps has had to overcome some obstacles in order to reach their present level o f
achievement. Please know that student participation is strictly voluntarily.
Enclosed is a copy o f my human subjects release form for your examination, and to
provide additional information about my study. Thank you very much for your time and
whatever help you may chose to provide.
Sincerely,
Rose Mary Joubert-Thompson
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APPENDIX F
TRANSCRIPT RELEASE FORM

Rose Mary Joubert-Thompson
P. O. Box
Baton Rouge, LA 70896
(225)
Email
November
TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN:
Please send a copy o f my transcript and ACT scores to the above named individual at the
specified address. Thank you very much for your cooperation and assistance in this
matter.

Please Print Clearly—Name__________________________________
Date o f Birth____________________________
Social Security Number__________________
Year Graduated__________________________
Phone # (225)___________________________
Signature_______________________________
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VITA
Rose Mary Joubert-Thompson received her bachelor o f science degree in business
education in 1977 from the University o f Southwestern Louisiana in Lafayette,
Louisiana. In 1985, she received her master o f education degree in counselor education
from Southern University in Baton Rouge, Louisiana. In May o f 2000, she will receive
the degree o f Doctor o f Philosophy in the Department o f Educational Leadership and
Research, the higher education concentration. Rose Mary's study focused on
achievement strategies utilized by academically successful African American students
who chose to attend predominantly White institutions o f higher education.
For the last twenty years, Rose Mary has worked in the area o f secondary
education. She was a classroom teacher for eight years, and has been a secondary
guidance counselor for the last twelve years. She has served on various committees on
the improvement o f the quality o f education for all students, as well as working on
numerous committees to help eliminate substance abuse.
Rose Mary has one child, Courtney Alexis. She has purposefully instilled selfconfidence and educational aspirations into the life and mind o f her daughter, whom she
is very proud of. Also, she has served on several committees to enhance the educational
environment at her child's school.
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